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Abstract
When a discussion about whitewashing arises, there are often claims that
“blackwashing,” the practice of replacing a traditionally White character or role with a Black
actor, is the same issue. Much is known about whitewashing and how damaging it is to represent
People of Color in film with White actors, however, blackwashing is a recent term to describe
what is more often called “colorblind casting.” This study aims to dissect how whitewashing and
blackwashing differ, as well as discuss how blackwashing succumbs to the racist history of the
Hollywood film industry despite its attempt at leading a brighter future for Black representation
in film. Whitewashing will be viewed as direct racism, or the act of treating people differently in
a way that promotes unequal opportunities. Blackwashing will be viewed as an attempt at direct
anti-racism, or the act of promoting equal treatment that results in equal opportunities. However,
through the effects of intertextuality, or ascribing meanings from one image onto another,
blackwashed characters become a blank slate for audience to attribute negative Black stereotypes
to.
The results show that blackwashing is a stepping-stone to quality Black representation in
the Hollywood film industry. However, it is not a perfect solution to the issues of Black
underrepresentation and misrepresentation in the long run.
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Chapter One: Introduction
Mass outrage often ensues across online social platforms when a traditionally white
Hollywood role is given to a black actor. In the late summer of 2019, Halle Bailey, a Black
R&B singer and Hollywood actress, was cast to play Ariel in the live-action reboot of
Disney’s The Little Mermaid. The uproar began almost immediately after the announcement.
Many White people were trying to justify the reasons why they could not agree with the casting
choice for the character. Some went the historical route, saying that the original fairy tale, written
by Hans Christian Andersen, was Danish meaning a Black mermaid “didn’t make sense.”
Others attempted the “scientific” route, making the claim that because of the deep-sea lifestyle
and lack of sunlight, mermaids would not have melanin in their skin. The most common issue
people had was the belief that Disney just wants to market their diversity to everyone or that they
are trying to “blackwash” everything. Of course, Ariel is an entirely fictional character in a
cartoon film that already took massive liberties from the original Danish tale. It is highly unlikely
that Disney would be able to market an animated children’s story where the main character
commits suicide at the end, as the original Danish folktale dictates. There are copious other
overlooked details in the film, including the fact that Sebastian the crab has a Jamaican accent in
Disney’s The Little Mermaid (1989). This must mean that the story is set in the Caribbean, which
begs the question: what is the underlying issue people have with Ariel being Black?
When the Little Mermaid turmoil first erupted, it took a long time for me to understand
why it mattered to people which actress played the mermaid. I spent days on social media,
reading comments and angry posts about how Black people should just make their own movies
instead of “stealing” White people’s movies. It is all but common knowledge among Black
people that we have only recently been getting mainstream films featuring majority Black casts
with less problematic, stereotypical depictions. The strategy that will be referred to as
1

“blackwashing” is a recent attempt that Hollywood is using to give Black people better
representation in cinema. Blackwashing’s goal is to counter the stereotypes of Black people that
have permeated entertainment for centuries. Such depictions date all the way back to the
blackface used in Renaissance-era European plays. Mass entertainment media forms, like
Hollywood, have been pushing Eurocentric ideas since their origin, and it fascinates me how
thoroughly those ideas overwhelm the minds of the community and shape the knowledge people
have about each other.
Media portrayals seep into the subconscious of the viewer, creating and compiling
an expectation of every individual that viewer encounters throughout daily life (Hall,
Representation, 263). Mainstream media, via the visualizing tools it bestows upon us, has an
incredible capacity to subtly shape minds and render them palatable to the hegemonic frame of
thinking without alerting the viewer to such radical transformation. Hollywood used this tactic
when whitewashing their films to actively strip stories from the hands of People of Color. Taking
the stereotypes of Black people that were popularized through minstrel shows, Hollywood
used whitewashing, casting White actors to portray Black people, to reduce Black people to
savages, lazy, or generally unappealing to White society (Riggs). To ensure the stereotypes
stayed linked to Black people, minstrel shows and later, Hollywood, fixed these detestable
attributes to Black skin (Hall, Representation, 245). By naturalizing the stereotypes—creating
the notion that socially unacceptable qualities and Blackness were inherently linked—the
entertainment industry was easily able to persuade White Americans that what they already
believed about Black people was true. The stereotypes whitewashing constructed are still being
used as common illustrations of Black individuals and are still corrupting minds. If the effects of
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stereotyping are not unlearned, they can lead dangerously into the prejudices that have
been maintaining structural racism.
Structural or systemic racism appears in many different forms, including through
entertainment media’s portrayal of Black people, or lack of it. Stereotyping in the media and the
prejudices Black people experience throughout their daily lives are intricately related. That is not
to say that prejudice would be extinguished if media portrayals of Black people were not
stereotyped; but if Hollywood, as a mass media producer, ended using stereotypes to enforce the
hegemonic view of White as the only “normal,” it would be a single step toward leveling the
playing field for Black people in the United States. This is what blackwashing is an attempt at.
“Blackwashing,” or casting a Black actor in a traditionally White role, is Hollywood’s
attempt to add diversity into its films. The choice of casting is arbitrary, and the character’s new
race often has little or no effect on the story. By casting more Black actors, Hollywood assumes
that they are balancing the inequality they created. However, equity cannot be balanced simply
by the number of Black individuals in cinema. Because the films are still targeting White
audiences, the narratives do not accommodate the race of the characters, and the characters are
swallowed by negative stereotypes the audience perceives. Even though it may not be the
screenwriters’ intention, blackwashing becomes complicit within the racist system Hollywood
built up for generations. Tricia Rose discusses structural racism as a system that was designed in
such a way that it will constantly “correct” itself to maintain its oppression on the subordinate
groups, while Stuart Hall points out that images can take on new meaning when they are built in
connection with another (T. Rose et al). With these ideas in mind, we can understand that
because blackwashing does not challenge the effects of the stereotypes that have confined Black
people, the new casting decision becomes a blank slate that the human mind can then assign
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stereotypes to. People will automatically see the stereotypes they expect of the character purely
because the character does not fight against them.
There are numerous journals and articles discussing the historical effects of the
stereotypes White people created to justify and encourage maintaining slavery. These effects
range from the inciting of racial violence—examples of which can still be found in the
disproportionate killing of Black people by police—to how those same caricatures appear in film
portrayals of black people in present day. However, there is no available literature that discusses
blackwashing explicitly, or how it fails to counteract the racist structure of Hollywood. Because
the issue of Black representation is one of systemic nature, it will not simply be solved through
the discussion this research is meant to facilitate and will continue to change when it is
confronted. However, my hope is that when this issue is challenged, it will bring about awareness
and expedite a dialogue on how this issue could truly be solved within our lifetime.
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Chapter Two: Research Plan and Methods
What are we trying to prove?
As previously mentioned, the goal of this research is to compare blackwashing to its
violently racist counterpart, whitewashing. Whitewashing, by nature, is an actively racist practice
that erases People of Color from the narrative that it portrays. Blackwashing, though filled with
good intentions of presenting the world with Black representation, falls prey to the fully
structured racist system through complacency. To properly understand how blackwashing fits a
small gear in the functioning racist machine, we must clarify a few concepts.
Defining Key Concepts
At the base of this research is the concept of racism. While it may seem fairly
obvious what racism is, there are several common misconceptions about its definition. Racism,
as defined by the Merriam-Webster dictionary, is “a belief that race is a fundamental determinant
of human traits and capacities and that racial differences produce an inherent superiority of a
particular race” (“Racism”). Using this definition, it can be understood that anyone is capable of
harboring racist beliefs, however, structural racism cannot be inflicted upon the race that
dominates the established hierarchy. The United States is built on structural racism, or the
“normalization or legitimization of an array of dynamics...that routinely advantage white people
while producing cumulative or chronic adverse outcomes for People of Color” (T. Rose). This
system is built off the notion that White individuals are inherently more exceptional than any
other race, or White supremacy. Because White people had governmental control of the U.S.
when the country was developing, laws were created specifically to keep Black people, and other
People of Color, from rising up. The whitewashing images that will be exhibited throughout this
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research are another example of structural racism. Structural forms of oppression, like that of
racism, cannot be discussed without also discussing intersectionality and sexism.
Intersectionality, as coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw, discusses the interconnectedness of different
categories, such as race, gender, and class, to better understand the overlapping of various forms
of oppression (1244). An example of intersectional types of oppression that will regularly be
featured in this research will be the intersectional oppression of Black women. Not only must
Black women battle against racism for the color of their skin, but they must also push back
against sexism. This describes the discrimination of person on the basis of their perceived sex
(Banaji, 59). Because the United States operates under patriarchal views, men are seen as the
dominate/ideal human, making women the systemically oppressed individuals. Therefore, the
intersectionality of racism and sexism greatly affect the experiences of Black women across the
United States.
At the core of the film analysis in this article lies the idea of stereotyping. Stuart Hall
defines stereotyping as the act of taking a few vivid, effortlessly remembered characteristics of a
group, then reducing that group to only those characteristics (Representation, 258). Stereotypes
create an image that becomes quickly and easily associated with a group, then amplifies and
distorts those images. Eventually, once a stereotype has been duplicated enough times, it
produces the subconscious assumption that said group can only be part of that image. This idea is
the foundation of whitewashing. Whitewashing is the act of taking a character or person of color
in media and replacing them with a white actor. In the past, whitewashed characters were
portrayed using skin darkening make-up in what is called blackface. The practice of
historical whitewashing reduced black people to stereotypes that enforced the control white
people had over the entertainment media forms. Mass media systems, like Hollywood, have been
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pushing these Eurocentric ideas since their origins, only solidifying the stereotypes white people
created to reflect black people. When a character, or even a historical figure, is whitewashed in a
film, the story is frequently altered as well. Whether it alters the narrative to erase the Person of
Color that has been replaced by a white character or disrupts the original culture of the film’s
setting by Westernizing it, whitewashing in film is meant specifically to distort images of People
of Color. Whitewashing specifically drives People of Color out of the film industry. Because of
these practices, black people have been sequestered to these predetermined stereotypes and their
variations until fairly recently. That is not to say the practices themselves have stopped entirely.
In fact, this article will discuss several Hollywood films that are less than ten years old on the
topics of blackface and whitewashing.
Alternatively, blackwashing, a term this article will use in reference to a traditionally
White character being replaced by an Actor of Color, is a recent development in mainstream
entertainment media. Blackwashing does not have the same racist connotation as whitewashing,
in part because it lacks a history of racial abuse and the social power dynamic. When a White
person is taken out of the film and replaced by a Black person, the Black character is simply an
insert into the White storyline. More often than not, the story does not change to recognize the
new race of the character and the movie proceeds as it was originally intended. Even in older
stories that are modernized for the big screen, the insertion of Black characters does not change
that the film is still intended for a White audience.
Two Step Plan
This study will operate in two major sections. The first will be a distinction between
whitewashing and blackwashing. To show what the differences between the two are, I will
examine the history and the original purposes of both casting strategies. The timeframe for
7

analyzing whitewashing travels back into Renaissance-era plays and continues through to present
day. There are multitudes of studies and articles to draw from on the topic of whitewashing and
how it actively perpetuates racism, but I will analyze a few for practical purposes. Some of those
include Marlon Riggs’ documentary Ethnic Notions: African American Stereotypes and
Prejudice (1987), and Robert Hornback’s “The Folly of Racism: Enslaving Blackface and the
‘Natural’ Fool Tradition” (2007), among others. Each of the sources concerning whitewashing
will provide a deeper insight as to how whitewashing has broadened racism in entertainment
media.
Using those journals and documentaries, this study will examine the intent of
whitewashing throughout Hollywood’s inception. By dissecting three of Hollywood’s
whitewashed movies, The Birth of a Nation (1915), A Mighty Heart (2007), and Gods of
Egypt (2016), I will pick apart how White people do not fit into the roles in the film. Starting
with the harmful portrayals of blackface in The Birth of a Nation and ending with the geographic
location of Gods of Egypt, the study will reveal how whitewashing strips audience empathy from
Black characters and immortalizes racism through stereotypes. Thus, whitewashing continues the
cycle of structural racism. All of this will be compared with the recent history of blackwashing.
The earliest portrayals of blackwashed characters are from the mid-1990s and its goal is merely
to diversify films. Scrutinizing films that have been blackwashed in the same way, I will show
that Morgan Freeman as Red in The Shawshank Redemption (1994), Annie (2014) starring
Quvenzhané Wallis, and Zendaya as MJ in Spider-Man: Homecoming (2017) and Spider-Man:
Far from Home (2019) do not have the same violent racist intention and connotation as the
whitewashed films previously mentioned. Not only does it make geographical sense to have
Black people in these roles, but inserting Black people into these films is a logical move to
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increase diversity and audience empathy for Black individuals without severely altering the
narrative.
The second phase of the study will tackle the issue of blackwashing, its lack of
consciousness toward structural racism, and its failure to address stereotypes that can be read
into the character. While shoehorning Black versions of characters does increase the diversity on
screen, the story makes no attempt to acknowledge the new race of the character. The hypothesis
of this study is that if the films do not recognize Blackness on screen, the films fail to be antiracist. While racism is easily perpetuated subconsciously, anti-racism is always an active process
(Berman, 219). The film must acknowledge the injustices of racial inequality to take a stance
against it. Through my analysis of the above blackwashed cinematic pieces, I will look for any
moments where the characters, or the film itself, challenge the racist system that built
Hollywood’s industry. To take an anti-racist stance, any one of the characters would need to
recognize that structural racism exists and contest it. Without truly fighting against a system
structured to oppress Black people, simply using Black skin as a selling point only contributes to
the racist system.
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Chapter Three: Literature Review
Race and Racism
The literature on Critical Race Theory has generally and consistently maintained that
race is a social construct (Vaught, 97). There is no biological evidence that race affects any
human being’s behavior or cognitive aptitude. Renowned sociologist and cultural theorist, Stuart
Hall, unpacks this theory with copious details in his lecture, Race - The Floating Signifier (1997).
He contends that race as a discursive concept was constructed by White elites in the early 19 th
century and used it to establish their superiority over Black people. This means that race has no
finite, factual definition (Hall, Race-The Floating Signifier). Race is simply a way for a human’s
skin color to be used as a signifier of who they are. This concept is corroborated by Christine
Herbes-Sommers' three-part series, Race: The Power of An Illusion (2003). White elites believed
that Black people were inferior, and they created a politics to confirm that without factual proof.
Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia (1783) commented that he had “a suspicion
only that the Blacks... are inferior to the Whites in the endowments both of body and mind” then
called upon the scientists of his time to prove that he was correct (Jefferson). Scientists
endeavored to prove the existence of race for more than two hundred years. However, with no
definitive proof, these scientists began to use their preconceived notions to make claims about the
data they gathered. Many would measure the skulls of different races to confirm that Black
people did not have the same mental capacity that White people did. Others would rely on the
shape of the skull structure. Modern science proves that this so-called evidence had no true
backing. It was mere speculation attached to collected data. Presently, it is known that there is
little genetic variation from person to person. In fact, “only one out of every one thousand
nucleotides that make up our genetic code is different” between individuals (Herbes-Sommers).
11

The lack of scientific evidence to prove the existence of race shows that the concept is
only valuable in a socio-cultural context. This means that each culture may have its own
definition and understanding of what race is, if the culture even has a classification of race. It
also means that because the understanding of what constitutes race cannot be fixed, it can be
redefined by whoever holds power in a culture (Hall, Race-The Floating Signifier). White
people, as the dominating social power, can overwrite any cultural meaning behind race and have
used that to their advantage. Over the course of United States history, race has been defined and
redefined to produce varying ideas of Whiteness and turn Blackness into an “other” category
(Herbes-Sommers). Racial categorizations were built to enforce slavery. Reinforcing the skin
color divide meant that people would easily be able to recognize runaway slaves (HerbesSommers). The race divide was created in a way that made people believe that Blackness is a
monolith when there are many cultural differences between groups of Black people across the
U.S, and around the world (Hall, Race-The Floating Signifier).
The creation of racial categories formed a social ladder. With this hierarchy in place,
the sub-humanization of Black people put them at the bottom of the ladder leading to the birth
of racism. Berman defines racism as anything “which maintains or exacerbates inequality of
opportunity among ethnocultural groups” (217). The most important information to note about
racism is that it does not necessarily involve conscious prejudice, depend on ideological
premises, or promote capitalism (Berman, 216). This means that racism can be perpetuated by
individuals even without realizing that is what they are doing. Racism is practiced in two
fashions. The first is direct racism, which involves individuals of different races being treated
unequally in a way that promotes unequal opportunities (Berman, 218). A firm example of direct
racism is segregation under Jim Crow. The second type is indirect racism, which is when
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individuals of different races are treated equally, but the result still promotes unequal
opportunities (Berman, 218). An example of indirect racism is color-blind ideology, which will
be discussed more thoroughly later in this chapter. No matter how it is perpetrated, racism
creates unequal opportunities for People of Color. Such a disadvantage or disparity is
called inequity.
Systemic or structural racism maintains the inequity between White people and People of
Color in the United States. Tricia Rose describes structural racism as the “normalization and
legitimization of an array of dynamics...that routinely advantage White people while producing
cumulative and chronic, adverse outcomes for People of Color” (T. Rose). Structural racism
combines the direct racism of laws and precedents in the past with the indirect, complacent
racism of the present to maintain its power. Its foil, anti-racism, combating racism on all
platforms, relies on the acknowledgement of racism (Berman, 218). Anti-racism's goal is to seek
out equity of opportunities for all races. Like its counterpart, anti-racism operates under the direct
and the indirect. Direct anti-racism promotes equal treatment that results in equal opportunity as
a perfect counter to direct racism (Berman, 218). An example of this would be a blind musical
audition to choose which performers are truly talented without letting individual prejudices get in
the way. While indirect anti-racism can be defined as unequal treatment that leads to equal
opportunities (Berman, 218). An example of indirect anti-racism is Affirmative Action. For
something or someone to be considered anti-racist, that person or plan must “define it and see it”
(Futo-Kennedy). Otherwise, it is complicit within the cornerstone structure of racism that the
United States was built on.
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Stereotyping and Early Whitewashing
As Hall discusses in his book, Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying
Practices (1997), all meanings in this world are constructed (Representation, 22). Nothing is
predefined, and humans create meanings for objects and events in ways that our minds
can comprehend. Without assigning categorizations, the human mind would struggle to keep up
with the world around us. To produce this meaning, one must identify differences (Hall,
Representation, 31). These differences could be as simple as how to classify a cat or a dog,
which is what Hall calls “typing” (Representation, 258). Typing refers to a classification system
in the human mind. It is a way people produce meaning from their surroundings, including audio
and visual input (Hall, Representation, 258). People can be typed as well, through personality,
classifications under the family tree, and/or social groups, like sports teams or
sororities/fraternities. With race, however, the meanings are assigned through historical and
cultural contexts, using skin color as the identifier (Hall, Representation, 32). The historical
context of racial construction leads to stereotyping. Taking a small number of vivid, easy-toremember characteristics of a person, then reducing that person to those characteristics is how
Hall defines this (Representation, 258). While the characteristics that were chosen may have
been factual on average about the particular group, the reduction and essentialization of that
entire classification of people is what truly identifies a stereotype (Banaji, 58). For
example, stating “women are smaller than men” is, on average, factually accurate. However,
women being reduced simply to a small, frail frame, in the statement “women cannot lift heavy
objects” is a stereotype. Typically, stereotypes carry negative connotations about the group being
discussed. This is because stereotypes use what is known as the splitting strategy, which is to
separate “normal,” acceptable behavior from that of the abnormal, so that the latter may be cast
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away from society (Hall, Representation, 258). Splitting creates and maintains social order. Such
a strategy is a symbol of power being wielded by the dominant group within an unequal social
structure (Hall, Representation, 258).
The original intention of stereotypes surrounding Black people was to promote and
maintain slavery. Robert Hornback’s “The Folly of Racism: Enslaving Blackface and the
‘Natural’ Fool Tradition” (2007) explores Renaissance-era blackface in plays and how those
plays set up stereotypes that led to the justification of slavery. During the sixteenth century,
theatrical performances involving demons would regularly portray the demons and Lucifer as
characters with blackened skin (Hornback, 48). These roles were consistently made to look
unappealing (given hunchbacks, deformities, or were disabled in some way) and were mentally
deficient, “ignorant, dull-witted, or mad” (Hornback, 47) This mindset of those with black skin
as foolish or “apes” (a synonym for fools at the time) perpetuated the notion that Black people
were too stupid to function without someone governing over them. Though the performances
were not expressly meant to represent Black people when they were created, the demons were
still regularly “compared to Ethiopians” (Hornback, 49). These performances are some of the
oldest analyzed portrayals of whitewashing. As discussed previously, whitewashing is when a
White actor performs as a character or Person of Color, and it became a slippery slope into White
supremacy.
With these ideas already formed as a comparison to Black people, White people had the
foundation to push the belief that Black people were unfit to be part of White society. This also
meant that Black people could not be seen as sophisticated human beings, and thus, their
difference needed to be naturalized. To naturalize anything requires that its difference from other
things must be fixed or permanent (Hall, Representation, 245). Therefore, if people
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maintained the belief that social or cultural differences were what made Black people “savages,”
they would also believe that those differences could be altered to make them similar to White
people. However, if people believed that socio-cultural differences between racial groups were
derived from their skin color, those differences can become fixed onto the human body
(Hall, Representation, 244). White people were determined to find a link between Blackness and
irrationality, so they used their own portrayals to prove it (Hornback, 49). As previously
mentioned, race can be redefined by whatever cultural group wields the most power. White
people, as the dominating group, possessed the power to define what traits that any given race
“naturally” retains. A list of such traits can then be used to form prejudices or stereotypes of that
race that grow over time. The habitual degradation of Black people naturalized the stereotypes
that still permeate entertainment media today.
Essentializing Blackness into “undesirable” traits dropped Black people to the bottom of
the social hierarchy while it pushed White people to the top. By solidifying the idea that Black
people were idiots, White people were more easily able to spread the idea that Black people were
only useful as tools. This also emphasized the opposite notion: White people are the only ones
with rational minds. Through such a lens, the closer one was to Blackness, the more animalistic
and the less intelligent they were (Hornback 65). If Black people were savages and White people
were the opposite of Black, that meant White people must be civilized and intelligent (Hall,
Representation, 243). Building White people up also meant tearing every other race down. White
supremacy dominated science and politics to keep People of Color from rising. White people
searched for any difference to prove that Black people were not only inferior, but sub-human
(Herbes-Sommers). In doing so, White people developed a society that celebrates Whiteness
(Saubier). This society views Whiteness as the norm and ascribes a race to everyone else (Falvey
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et al). Whiteness became a property to be owned by the higher, more “civilized” human (Vaught,
96). With that property came the privileges of the system’s advantages without the oppression
that is thrust upon minorities. Making stereotyping more commonplace and acceptable is one of
those disadvantages for People of Color. Thus, everything Black people did was scrutinized and
caricatured, particularly for White entertainment. This practice gave birth to minstrels and
Americanized blackface.
Marlon Riggs’ documentary Ethnic Notions: African American Stereotypes and
Prejudice (1987) details the origin of minstrels and the stereotypes produced by the blackface in
the United States. While Hornback’s “The Folly of Racism” discussed blackface in Europe, this
film localized the information and helps frame the study of blackwashing by exploring the origin
of Hollywood’s foundation. Minstrels were one of the U.S’ first popularized entertainment forms
and the beginning of what Stuart Hall calls the “racialized regime of representation” (Hall et
al, Representation, 249). Minstrel acts consisted of White ‘comedians’ in blackface often while
playing music. The man credited with fathering American blackface, T.D. Rice, earned his fame
by mocking enslaved Black people’s dances. In 1690, a law was passed that prohibited enslaved
people from dancing on the plantations. Dancing, according to this legislation, was defined as
crossing your feet (Riggs). Cleverly, the enslaved people figured out a way to circumvent that
law by shuffling and sliding instead. This dance was known as Jim Crow (Riggs). Rice
apparently witnessed a crippled Black man doing the dance, so he took the Black man’s ripped
and tattered clothing, painted his face Black, took to the stage, and exaggerated the dance even
further to create the image of mockery that he deemed fit. Rice quickly gained hundreds of
impersonators, and the blackface exaggeration of the dance became the truth that White people
wanted to see (Riggs). This caricature Jim Crow dance not only undermined the intelligence of
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the enslaved Black people circumventing the law that was hindering them, but it pushed the idea
that Black people were unintelligent. White people possessed all the power in entertainment
representation, and thus, held the power to portray Black people however they wanted
(Hall, Representation, 259). As minstrels progressed, the stereotypes expanded to accommodate
the goal of proving that slavery was good for Black people.
Despite the atrocities committed on plantations by slaveholders and their employees,
minstrels regularly portrayed slaves that enjoyed such an arrangement. The Jim Crow dance,
because of its popularity across the country, evolved through minstrels into a character known as
the “Sambo” (Riggs). This depiction of a happy-go-lucky Black man was also shown to be lazy
and care only about food and music. The Sambo figure cast Black men into an indolent mold as
an opportunity to tell White people that without slavery to keep them in line, Black men would
never do anything but eat, sleep, and stomp their feet. To emphasize this view, a parody of Black
freemen was created and known as “Zip Coon” (Riggs). Instead of assuring the white population
that the enslaved people were fond of slavery, Zip Coon represented the Black man's inability to
handle freedom if given the chance. The character mocked the idea of racial equality by making
Zip Coon attempt to impersonate White society while stuttering over large words as if he did not
know what they meant, and his attire was made to look effeminate, discrediting him further. This
created the idea that Black people would always be too inept to adapt to White society. Another
character that was unable to handle racial equality or freedom was the “Brute Negro” (Riggs).
Still portrayed by White men in blackface, the Brute Negro was a dehumanizing, animalistic
Black man, prone to violence. The figure was known to pursue White female virgins
and attempting to rape them. Not only was this caricature used to somehow prove that black
people were unworthy of freedom, but its usage also justified racial violence. In showing the
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country that free Black men were either fools or violent, these depictions incited the lynching and
beating of Black men, by ironically, making them act like White masters did toward their
enslaved people.
Riggs’ documentary only discusses one early depiction of Black women, and that is the
“Mammy” figure. The Mammy, much like the Sambo, was a jovial depiction of black women,
though her happiness came from serving her white master as a slave or a domestic worker
(Riggs). She would sing while she worked and praised her white master for their kindness.
Mammy tore sexual allure from black women in the household, representing her as the exact
opposite of the “ideal woman” (Riggs). Instead of being dainty, beautiful, and dependent on men
to survive as well as White, Mammy was robust, depicted as unattractive, and was the leader of
Black society. She was often used as a tool to keep Sambo in line while she worked. The
Mammy formed both a racist and sexist stereotype to present slavery as a kindness to black
people. "The peculiar institution” was abolished as entertainment media progressed into
American cinema, but that did not mean stereotypes went away.
Though stereotypes no longer had the purpose of justifying slavery, they transitioned
their way into film as “true” depictions of Black people. White people were given depictions of
the Black people they already expected in five film stereotypes that Donald Bogle describes in
his book, Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies, and Bucks: An Interpretative History of Blacks in
American Films (2001). The “Tom” is a good, acceptable Black man. His character is selfless
and often a devout Christian, who sacrifices himself for his white friend (Bogle, Toms, Coons,
Mulattoes, 6). The “Tom” figure is always the White character’s sidekick. Often older, and
wiser, the Tom caricature helps guide the White lead through the film. The stereotypical “Coon”
is a derivative of the Sambo. He is merely a slapstick comedy figure, who is unreliable and

19

lazy (Bogle, Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, 7-8). Like the Sambo, the Coon is often depicted
as subhuman. The third is the “Tragic Mulatto.” A woman of mixed race, a mulatto, is depicted
as caught precariously between the worlds of Whiteness and Blackness. Because this woman is
often White-passing, she is thus granted the allure of sexual appeal, unlike her female
counterpart, “The Mammy” (Bogle, Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, 9). As the leader of the Black
household, the Mammy remains as discussed above, bossy, robust, and loyal to her
White master or employer (Bogle, Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, 9). Finally, Bogle explains the “Bad
Buck,” who is a broad framed, strong, violent figure. The Buck is often portrayed as a womanizer
as well (Bogle, Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, 10). Just because the characters Bogle describes are not
in blackface does not make them any less harmful. In fact, stereotypical depictions might
be more harmful when Black people are the actors portraying them. Seeing a White man
pretending to be a violent Black man may give the audience some idea as to what they believe
Black people are like. But seeing a Black man on screen acting foolish or running drugs plays
much like a person watching an animal documentary. Stereotypic portrayals with Black people
playing the roles seems like watching a Black person in their “natural” habit. It likely makes the
images easier to internalize without that extra smoke screen of the black grease paint on the
character’s face. Eventually, stereotypes like these became key to telling the story, and the
narrative cannot be produced without them. This could lead to them being confused with
archetypes.
An archetype assists in developing the plot for a story. These are used to help the
audience identify what role a character will play in the media (Kidd, 26). It is a template for a
basic character that pushes the narrative forward. Archetypes are always story characters that are
a representation, psychologically, of mental models people have created to map onto others. In
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addition, archetypes are meant to operate at a subconscious level, so each character does not need
to announce what role they portray; it is simply recognizable. Finally, archetypes are culturally
enduring which makes it easy for them to be recognized, and they often elicit intense emotional
responses (Kidd, 26). This means that the difference between an archetype and a stereotype is
that the former is applicable across diverse cultures, while a stereotype is specific to one or a few
(Kidd, 26). For example, the archetype of “the hero” can easily be identified in the animated
picture How to Train Your Dragon (2010) as the main character, Hiccup. On the other hand, “the
Sambo” is a culture specific depiction of Black people. It does not apply across cultural lines,
and therefore fits the definition of a stereotype. The Sambo figure also plays no real role in
pushing forward the plot of a narrative.
In combination with improper representation, Black people are also being
underrepresented in films. While People of Color make up just over 39% of the United States
population, combined, minority races are portrayed in 19.8% of the lead roles in top theatrical
films between 2011 and 2017, while White people are overrepresented at just over 80% of lead
roles (Hunt et al, 14). Black people were underrepresented at only 9% of all film roles during
2017 (Hunt et al, 21). Because stereotypes, like the aforementioned caricatures, are also repeats
of an original, none of them express the true range of Blackness in the United States. With this in
mind, Black people’s portrayals in film hold more weight (Kidd, 27). Without views into diverse
representations of Black individuals, these stereotypes are viewed as reality. Each stereotype
becomes “authentic” Blackness, when truly, Blackness is as multiplicitous as Whiteness is
(Johnson, 3; DeFrantz, 5). There is no Black monolith, but these stereotypes create a perception
of what is true, making these portrayals seem authentic. This type of naturalization reproduces
itself. Once an authentic Blackness is produced, such depictions soak into people’s minds. They
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are internalized and result in individuals believing this is the proper way to represent Black
people. Thus, studios reproduce the image as “true Blackness” and the cycle continues.
Color-blindness and Consequences of Stereotyping
Stereotyping is harmful to all members of society. Portrayals of difference in media are
absorbed into the minds of all the people in the audience, whether the stereotype is primed
through news or entertainment media platforms. The priming paradigm is the likelihood that the
activation of a category, like a cultural or racial stereotype, will increase the chances that the
same category will be used in later judgements (Power, 37). The effects of priming are proven to
last over time, though it is unknown how long they truly last. In a study performed by Lewicki
(1986), participants interacted with an assistant. The assistant either had long or short hair and
was either friendly or unpleasant in their interaction with each participant. One week later, the
participants were asked to return to the lab and interact with a different person who either
possessed the same length of hair or the opposite length. Those that interacted with an assistant
of the same hair length as their first trip inferred similar personality traits of an entirely different
person (Lewicki). These effects are shown to last through the week in each participant’s
subconscious, despite the encounter with the first assistant only lasting the duration of the
experiment. Media constantly activates this priming effect through its portrayals of Black people.
Priming is also a factor in the activation of what Claude Steele calls the stereotype threat. When
someone feels that they will be potentially reduced to a stereotype, they become distracted by
this notion (Steele, “Whistling Vivaldi”). This leads to underperformance. Being concerned with
the way society, or other people, view Black people is part of what W.E.B DuBois calls double
consciousness (DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk). Not only do Black people need to be
concerned with how the outside world views them, but how they view themselves.
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The prejudices aroused by stereotyping can be overt or suppressed (Hall, Representation,
263). In the past, overt racist prejudices were the more common of the two, as they were more
acceptable in the time-period. When stereotyping was meant to persuade the populous that
slavery was fair, generous treatment or when segregation was legal, asserting White superiority
over Black people openly by expressing one’s prejudice was all too common. However, as the
United States pushes toward a more inclusive society in present day 2021, overt racism and
prejudice has become less of an accepted practice. Racism itself, however, is pervasive and
permanent as the tenets of Critical Race Theory suggest (Vaught, 96). Instead of disappearing
with loud, conscious prejudices that have stemmed from the laws and precedents that produced
such a distaste for the ‘Other’, racism quiets itself into the subconscious. This is the gateway
to color-blind ideology, as well as Black people being filled with self-hatred.
Color-blind Ideology
The idea of color-blindness in the context of racism explains the mindset that argues only
the absence of accounting for race in social issues. Tricia Rose in her lecture “How Structural
Racism Works” (2015) describes the ideology of color-blind racism as a belief that racial
equality has already been achieved because “laws have been put in place to ‘outlaw’
discrimination” (T. Rose). Andrew Weaver discusses color-blindness in a similar way in his
article “The Role of Actors’ Race in White Audiences Selective Exposure to Movies” (2011),
maintaining that color-blind racism involves the “denial of the importance of race” (372). When
people are allowed to believe that racism is “over,” color-blind racism asserts itself into the
picture. Rose exhibits that so-called color-blind individuals will attribute culture,
behavior, and/or the discipline of an individual to the reason they are struggling in life, rather
than seeing that person’s oppression (T. Rose). Color-blindness often unknowingly uses
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stereotypes of People of Color in order to maintain these ideas. Weaver’s experiment about the
involvement of race in the way audiences choose what films they see shows that White
individuals who test high in color-blind attitudes also exhibit less of a motivation to seek
diversity, more fear of minority races, and hold more negative attitudes toward minorities (372).
This shows an evolution of racism. From declaring Black people to be inferior with exuberance
to quiet hatred and fear of individuals who look different, racism comes in many shades. Colorblindness is a branch of what Gabrielle Berman (2010) calls indirect racism. To reiterate, indirect
racism is “equal treatment that results in unequal opportunity” (Berman, 218). While many
people believe that racial equality has been reached, through the current system of structural
racism, treating every race the exact same would lead to disparities among the minority
communities. In a similar way that building a staircase and telling a person in a wheelchair that
everyone is being treated equally, the United States is structured to work against People of Color.
If People of Color are to stand a chance in the United States, A) there needs to be inequalities
that arrange for equal opportunity, or B) the system itself needs to be altered so that equal
treatment automatically results in equal opportunity (Berman, 217). Indirect racism and colorblindness fail to recognize that because of racism’s permanence treating individuals differently to
achieve equal opportunities is currently necessary for Black people and other minorities in the
United States to level the playing field with White people (Berman, 215).
Leveling this field would be impossible without discussing how color-blindness is
produced. The United States is a former British colony, and therefore has acquired its world
views from Britain. This world view is known as Eurocentrism (“What is Ethnocentrism”).
Xiaoqun Zhang defines Eurocentrism as the “forcing of cultural heterogeneity into a single
pragmatic perspective” where European views and individuals are depicted as the true source of
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meaning (321). This idea is the basis of racism and White supremacy. Eurocentrism extends
from United States history being watered down so that Christopher Columbus can be viewed as a
discoverer instead of the cruel slave trader he was, all the way to beauty standards that celebrate
Whiteness and the features associated with Whiteness (Saubier). Because Eurocentrism operates
on such a subconscious level, many people, including myself, will fail to see it in the world
unless it is pointed out. For example, take a moment to think of what you identify as classical
music. What happens in your mind when you read the following sentence: Whose classical
music did you think of? Every culture has a type of classical music. If your instinct was to
pinpoint musical artists like Mozart, Beethoven, Bach, and Tchaikovsky, what you determined
was European classical music, which is not the culmination of classical music across the globe.
Eurocentrism teaches European discoveries and feats while alienating those of other great
civilizations.
Eurocentrism’s role in the United States is not a subtle one, but it is quiet. There is no
explicit acknowledgement of this world view in the public-school curriculum or in the media
people consume daily, and therefore stays hidden from inquiring minds. As a world view, it
infects all that we do. From our rejection of all dialects that do not qualify as “Standard English”
to teaching the Civil Rights Movement as though Martin Luther King Jr.’s marches ended racism
itself, Eurocentrism projects itself as a neutral and without bias, when it is simply another gear in
the ever-moving machine of structural racism (Futo-Kennedy et al). Color-blindness thrives
under Eurocentrism because, as a world view, it is designed to see individuals that do not fit
Eurocentric standards as less-than or ‘Other’. Any person who is not White does not fit “the
ideal” under Eurocentrism. While color-blind ideology may pretend to see no difference between
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individuals of different races, Weaver (2011) proves that those standards still hold true
internally.
Internalized racism is described as an individual’s ideologies based in a way that
maintains or exacerbates inequality, according to Berman (217). There are two types of
internalized racism: 1) internalized privilege or dominance, as is expressed by White people and
2) internalized oppression, as is expressed by Black people (Berman, 217). The first is how
color-blind racism manifests. Stereotypes of People of Color being internalized by color-blind
individuals primes microaggressions toward minority groups. Microaggressions are “a
psychological way of maintaining the dynamic of difference” between minority groups and
White people (Diamond). As mentioned previously, human beings produce meaning through
typing (Hall, Representation, 258). However, the common phrase of the “color-blind” is that they
“don’t see color.” Such a comment only denies the sight of the patterns that occur because of
race (Diamond). When someone states that they do not see color/race, they express their
internalized privilege over individuals who are affected daily by the existence of race as a
classification. They will fail to recognize the harmfulness of stereotyping and the structural
inequalities stereotyping primes.
Priming and Judgements
Priming affects the way individuals perceive others. When people are primed with a
negative Black stereotype, Black men are perceived as more hostile. Even when Black men are
the victims of a situation, news media frequently demonizes or dehumanizes them through
microinsults and priming the audience through stereotyping (Dukes, 791). News media
frequently attempts to invalidate Black men as victims, even in death by 1. fixating on the
victim’s criminal past, 2. drawing excessive attention to the victim’s physicality (for example,
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their stature or attire), 3. emphasizing the location the victim was killed or lived as poor or crimeridden, and/or 4. focusing on the stereotyped elements of the victim’s lifestyle (Dukes, 791). All
four are techniques used to prime an audience into judging the behavior of the victim as
justification for the crime committed against them (Dukes, 792). Using this method of priming,
Kristin Dukes (2017) examined how individuals reacted to a fictional situation between an
unarmed victim and a police shooter. The participants were more likely to view the victim as at
fault after reading a negative Black stereotype, and this is even more true when the shooter of the
fictional scenario is a White police officer (Dukes, 795). This phenomenon is not exclusive to
Black men being stereotyped in their deaths. J. Gerard Power (1996) found that individuals
attribute more responsibility to Black men in plights when a negative stereotype is read about
them (46).
Stereotyping also affects how individuals determine punishment for offenses.
Bodenhausen and Wyer (1985) gathered evidence that proved individuals are more likely to
suggest harsher punishments for criminal offenses or job infractions when the offense is
stereotypical of the individual being judged (271). Dukes corroborates this evidence, showing
that Black police shooters in the fictional scenario often received higher charge suggestions and
harsher sentencing than White shooters (801). In addition, harsher sentences were suggested
for White police shooters when the Black victim was painted in a positive light (Dukes, 800).
This is because negative stereotyping reduces the amount of empathy participants have for
stereotyped individuals (Dukes, 797). This idea will play a relevant role in the film analysis
portion of this study, as an audience's empathy for the on-screen characters is altered by
stereotyping (D’Alosia, 96-97). Negative stereotyping subtly perpetuates the cycles of systemic
racism by influencing the way Black people are viewed.
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Beauty Standards and Self-Esteem in Black Women
The second type of internalized racism mentioned was that of internal oppression in
Black individuals. With Eurocentrism as the standard of living in the United States, Black
women face an uphill battle against the stereotypes that have been created to keep them down.
Beauty standards, like many other seemingly mundane aspects of life, play a role in how power
is projected onto people (Donnella). Media greatly influences standards of beauty. The
Eurocentric standard of beauty is the “notion that the more closely associated a person is with
European features, the more attractive [they] are considered” (Bryant, 80). These ideals are
regularly transmitted through media, cultural traditions, and the fashion industry, which makes
individuals who consume these frequently more vulnerable to internalization of the racism
portrayed in Eurocentric thinking (S. Rose et al).
In the Stereotyping section, the Mammy figure and the Tragic Mulatto were discussed as
the major film stereotypes placed upon Black women. One portrays Black women as ugly,
determining that her robust figure and independence were the opposite of what White people
deem to be feminine, while the other sexualizes a woman of mixed race, insinuating that her
appeal lies within the Euro-equivalent features she possesses granted through her “White blood”:
fair skin, long curly/wavy hair, thin nose, and a dainty hourglass figure (Kwao et al). The two
stereotypes quietly teach Black women that they are not beautiful unless their Blackness is
diluted by Whiteness. The view that White women are the pinnacle of “womanhood” pushes
Eurocentric beauty standards onto the Black female body when such standards are not meant for
Black women to reach. However, there is a third prominent stereotype of Black women, and that
depiction is known as the “Jezebel.” This hypersexualize Black female figure stems from the
“scientific” dissection of Saartjie Baartman, who was more commonly know as Hottentot Venus.
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Because of her “protruding buttocks,” Baartman became a European fascination and was paraded
through freak shows (Parkinson). The dissection of Baartman and the stereotype of the Jezebel
fetishizes Black women. Such a stereotype regularly leads to young Black girls being labeled
“fast” or having bodies that mature more quickly. In combination, the three stereotypes depict
Black women as either unappealing or as animalistic creatures only made for sex.
Susan L. Bryant’s article, “The Beauty Ideal: The Effects of European Standards of
Beauty on Black Women” (2014) breaks down how these standards affect women, and
unfortunately, these ideals are internalized from a young age. The idea that White is good, and
Black is bad is repeated through media and consumed so regularly that even Black children see
themselves in a negative light. In the Clark Doll Test (1947) 253 Black children between the
ages three and seven were shown two identical dolls, one Black and one White. They were asked
to point out which doll was “good,” with approximately two-thirds of the children answering that
the good doll was White (Bryant, 81). In a re-creation of this experiment Kiri Davis (2005) asked
21 Black children of the same age range which of the two dolls they would prefer. The results
were similar with 16 of those children saying they would rather have the White doll, despite their
own Black skin (Bryant, 82).
Ideas of what constitutes beauty also come from the homes of young Black girls.
Families, also taught Eurocentric beauty standards, often favor light-skinned children. Raskin,
Coard, and Breland (2001) showed a positive relationship between a Black student’s view of
skin tone and their family’s idealized skin tone (Bryant, 82). Those with lighter skin were shown
to have more pride in their racial identity than those with dark skin.
When individuals internalize these standards as the standard of beauty, they put Black
women at risk of being unemployed. Attractive people are more likely to be hired by any given
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employer, thus when Eurocentric features are deemed to be the factor that makes women
attractive, Black women are less likely to be hired after a job interview. Dark-skinned Black
women are especially at risk (Bryant, 84). Combining these Eurocentric standards teaches Black
women to be uncomfortable in their skin and lead to poor mental health. Concern for one’s
appearance affects the quality of their life experiences, much like Steele’s stereotype threat
suggests (Steele et al. “Author: Stereotypes Affect”). Dia Sekayi’s “Aesthetic Resistance to
Commercial Influences: The Impact of the Eurocentric Beauty Standard on Black College
Women” (2003) validates Bryant’s findings, showing that 72% of Black college women in her
study were uncomfortable with the way the media defines beauty for Black women (474).
Media promotes ideals through the subconscious, teaching massive populations at once
what to think and how to feel about specific people. When people are taught through stereotypes,
they are given reasons to think Black men are violent criminals, or that Black women are not
beautiful unless there is a catch. Such ideas persist because stereotypes remain such a large part
of the media individuals consume daily (Chen, 540).
Modern Whitewashing Legitimized
Modern whitewashing is regularly attacked via social media, and subsequently makes
headlines. However, when Hollywood is caught casting White people to act as People of Color,
there is always an attempt to justify it. Much of Hollywood’s whitewashing is justified for
economic reasons. There is a widely perpetuated belief that diversity does not sell overseas
(Kang et al). Because “Hollywood is a business first,” its goal is to make a profit and therefore,
nothing else matters (Zhang, 327). If there is a constant belief that diverse stories will not make
money, diverse films will not be produced. Hollywood believes that because the world does

30

not have as diverse a population as the United States, it will lose a majority of its audience by
portraying diversity in their narratives (Harris et al).
Such a conception leads Hollywood to force White actors into films that would better
portray People of Color (Ezeabasili). Famous White actors are often cast to portray People of
Color because they are easy to recognize. In doing so, these films perpetuate a racist notion that
only White people can save the day (Zhang, 327). With White people overtaking stories meant
for People of Color and then casting themselves as heroes, they force the idea that without White
individuals, the story would be meaningless.
Another consequence of Hollywood’s belief that diversity does not sell is that Hollywood
uses it as an excuse to avoid funding Black productions (Bogle, “Through a Lens of Color”). If
Black productions are not funded through the major corporations that make up Hollywood, they
are forced to gather independent funding. Independent productions then rely on producers and
sometimes, crowd funding to gather a budget for their films and are less likely to appear in
theaters (Van Peebles et al). This is representative of the structural issues that lie beneath
Hollywood’s desire for Whiteness on screen.
Studies have been conducted to decipher whether such notions are valid. Weaver (2011)
and Aumer et al (2017) have largely proven that Hollywood’s major justification that diversity
does not sell is false. Weaver predominantly explores Social Identity Theory and how that relates
to what films White individuals choose to see. Social Identity Theory is the psychological
concept that people prefer to maintain positive self-image, subsequently leading them to take
actions and make judgements that promote the status of their social group while devaluing others
(Weaver, 370). Weaver’s study showed the participants generally did not express more interest
in films with White actors than films with Black actors. The true determining factor in which
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films most participants preferred was their individual attitudes toward race (Weaver, 376). Those
who ranked higher in “color-blind” attitudes preferred films with White actors (Weaver, 376).
This proves that Social Identity Theory applies more heavily to individuals who claim to be
color-blind. Again, with Aumer et al, Social Identity Theory was put to the test, as well as the
Theory of the Mere Exposure Effect Stimulus. Zajonc’s theory proves that when an individual is
repeatedly exposed to a stimulus, it increases their enjoyment of said stimulus (224). Aumer’s
hypothesis stated that individuals might prefer White actors in films because of their repeated
exposure to majority White casts. Aumer’s study proved that for predetermined cast, Social
Identity Theory and the Theory of Mere Exposure were not supported, though an anti-Asian bias
was discovered (1321). The participants did not have a preference for their own race, nor were
they overly drawn to White casts.
If the audience has no preference, then it must be assumed that the reason Hollywood
perpetuates the notion of diversity not selling is due to the profits they make from Whitedominating casts. But this is not the case either. In 2015, a study of 200 top-grossing cinematic
productions was conducted. Of those 200 films, 64 were found to have a 10% minority cast or
less. The average net profit from those films was $41.9 million (General). While on the other
hand, 25 of the 200 films possessed a cast of between 21-30%, and their average net profit
grossed $105 million (General). The myth that diversity does not sell is simply a racist
perpetuation so Hollywood can continue to produce the films it best knows how to make: White
films.
Color-Blind Casting and Intertextuality
Color-blind casting, also called blind-casting or nontraditional casting, began in theatre as
a practice to encourage minority casting. Bonnie Chen’s “Mixing Law and Art: The Role
32

of Anti-Discrimination Law and Color-Blind Casting in Broadway Theater” (1999) outlines how
the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and judicial precedents effect who directors cast in their
productions. The intention of implementing color-blind casting is to create more employment
opportunities for minority groups. However, the technique’s original definition by Actor’s
Equity was to allow actors to depict any role, “regardless of race, unless race is germane to the
character or play” (Chen, 519). This general definition includes the practice of whitewashing in
color-blind casting. After an incident where an Asian actor was replaced by a White actor in a
production of Miss Saigon (1989), Actor’s Equity reidentified nontraditional casting in an
attempt to eliminate whitewashing from the definition: “the casting of ethnic and female artists in
roles in which race, ethnicity, or gender is not germane to the character's or the play's
development” (Chen, 519). The intent is to open a broader range of opportunities to groups that
were underrepresented on stage, yet somehow in practice, minorities were still relegated to
stereotypical roles (Chen, 521). Of course, the casting decisions are still completely up to the
directors of each production, meaning no one can be forced to choose minorities for their plays.
Some directors prefer to cast their stories as “accurately” as possible (Chen, 522). Such a
decision best suits White casts. Eurocentrism promotes the stories of White individuals, which
means if a majority of the productions are to be cast “accurately,” White actors will be favored.
The Civil Rights Act of 1964 discusses the legality of hiring individuals based on race.
Chen mentions two clauses specifically with the first being Title VII. This section was intended
to put an end to employment discrimination. In short, Title VII states that it is unlawful for any
employer to not hire, discharge, or otherwise discriminate against anyone based on their race,
sex, religion, or nation of origin (“Title VII”). The second of the sections that Chen discusses is
the Bona Fide Occupational Qualification. This qualification states that it is legal not to hire
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an individual on the basis of their religion, sex, or nation of origin if that trait is necessary for that
occupation (“CM-625 Bona Fide”). Chen points out that technically, casting actors according to
their race violates Title VII, and cannot be disputed using the Bona Fide Occupational
Qualification, as the qualification makes no mention of race (524). In addition, there are ways for
employers to circumnavigate discrimination lawsuits. Through a judicial precedent known as the
“business necessity doctrine,” employers can pick and choose who will work for them as long
as their discrimination is not intentional (Chen, 528). This precedent is far more lenient on
employers than the Bona Fide Occupational Qualification and can help employers easily get
around discrimination lawsuits. The lawsuit must prove that the employer had the intent to
discriminate (Chen, 533). Without evidence that the discrimination was deliberately based on the
individual’s race, the plaintiff has no case. This means that minorities can be turned down
because they “do not look the part” due to color-blind racist ideology as long as the employer can
justify it with other logical reasoning that does not include race as a reason for the refusal.
While color-blind casting’s intentions are good, Kristen J. Warner takes issue with the
way it portrays People of Color. Her chapter, “A Black Cast Doesn’t Make A Black Show” from
the book Watching While Black (2012) and her article, “In the Time of Plastic Representation”
(2017) detail the dangers of viewing color-blind casting as progressive in television, as well as
how industry executives push color-blind casting as the solution instead of hiring more diverse
writers and showrunners (Warner, “A Black Cast Doesn’t,” 51). Warner argues that when casting
a Person of Color into a role that is considered “normative” or “without race,” the actor is being
cast into Eurocentrism (“A Black Cast Doesn’t,” 51). Normativity under Eurocentrism means to
be White. The character will not acknowledge their own cultural difference if they are colorblind cast, because by the time an Actor of Color has earned their role, the script has been
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written. There are others who argue that People of Color need more “generic” roles in the
television and film industry (Ezeabasili). However, to Warner, these roles are generic in that they
are meant for White actors in a Eurocentric world. Without acknowledging difference, it
becomes clear that the audience is not supposed to notice that the characters are not White,
giving the characters the feeling of disingenuity (Elbaba).
Warner explains that when a character is written for the sole purpose of being race
neutral and an Actor of Color is cast to play that role, “falling into those [historical] tropes can
occur more frequently and unconsciously” (“A Black Cast Doesn’t,” 52). This describes
is intertextuality, which is the phenomenon where meaning is accumulated across time and
contexts (Hall, Representation, 232). Power (1996) demonstrates that stereotype priming can be
translated over different contexts (40). The invocation of intertextuality suggests that Actors of
Color may acquire the “legacy of racial violence that exists across generations of African
American media” through the audience’s eyes, just by appearing on screen (Monk-Payton, 14).
This explains why Warner advocates for meaningful representation to be equated to
“dimensionality of performance,” as opposed to “the quantity of difference” when it comes to
minority representation (“In the Time,” 33). Diverse casts mean “little if it’s not coupled
by diversity in stories” (Turner). When minority actors are cast in Euro-normative roles, the story
remains White.
Color-blind casting is an umbrella term that blackwashing fits under. Like color-blind
casting, blackwashing is a push for representation (Herapocrypha). Its only goal is for more
Black bodies to appear on screen. This fits Warner’s description of plastic representation. A
derivative of “plastic soul,” a term Black musicians used to describe White artists
commandeering Soul music as their own. To describe blackwashed films as plastic
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representation implies that the diversity Hollywood currently uses is synthetic while being
“shaped to look like meaningful imagery” (Warner, “In the Time,” 35). Plastic representation is a
hollow portrayal of minority characters to appease audiences into believing progress is
occurring. Warner’s discussion indicates that the true indicator of progress will be when the
multiplicity of Blackness is available in onscreen portrayals (“In the Time,” 37).
Understanding how Hollywood’s whitewashed stereotypes have been priming audiences
for decades, this study will explore how blackwashing acquires those stereotypes intertextually
and remains complicit within structural racism. Further, it will analyze how counter-stereotyping
and active anti-racist practice in film may be the solution.
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Chapter 4: Whitewashing v. Blackwashing
Whitewashing in Context
The differences between whitewashing and blackwashing are not subtle. The intent
behind whitewashing, as mentioned previously, is historically hostile and nefarious in nature. By
portraying People of Color stereotypically using White actors, whitewashing only serves to harm
societal perceptions of People of Color. Alternatively, blackwashing which has only one goal—
to diversify the on-screen cast. Whitewashing does not follow a clear logical justification. Based
on the film setting, depiction of cultures, and the empathic direction, casting White individuals in
the roles of a Black person in a film perpetuates only a racist rationale and ultimately serves to
trivialize, dehumanize and simplify Black people, their history, and their lived experiences.
Film Setting and Era
The Birth of a Nation
D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation (1915), originally titled The Clansman after the
book of the same name (1905), was a major turning point in Hollywood. As the first major
“feature-length” blockbuster, The Birth of a Nation paved the way for film as a critical medium
and form of entertainment (Lehr). The feature’s filming techniques and action sequences were
praised, while its overt racism and positive portrayal of the Ku Klux Klan, a known White
supremacist organization, were widely condemned, leading the NAACP to pursue an endeavor to
have the film banned (Lehr). The Birth of a Nation truly is the product of minstrelsy. From the
housemaids to the politicians, nearly all the Black characters in the film are portrayed by White
actors in blackface.
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The narrative takes place across the United States during and after the Civil War. Austin
Stoneman’s family and his “mulatto” protégé, Silas Lynch reside in the North, while Ben
Cameron, the fictionalized founder of the Ku Klux Klan, and his family are Southern.
Based solely on setting and cinematic era, Black people could have filled the roles in The
Birth of a Nation. This is not implying that Black actors would have wanted to be portrayed in
such a light, given the outcry that occurred after the film’s release (Lehr). However, Black actors
in Hollywood’s early years were required to take roles that demeaned them to make a career in
the entertainment industry. Black people often had to wear blackface themselves to be allowed
into a role in early entertainment (Riggs). This argument is in no way indicating that such
practices were just or right. It is merely a statement of fact that Black people in the United States
were required for decades to portray themselves how White people already saw them. Therefore,
it was completely within Griffith’s power to cast Black individuals to demonstrate his
caricatures. Of course, it is no surprise that D. W. Griffith, the son of a Confederate colonel,
would elect to dismiss Black actors entirely and depict the Black characters with White actors
wearing blackface instead (Drew).
In 1870, the United States population totaled at 38,558,371 people (“Ninth census, 1870”,
3). This population count includes the territories that had yet to be granted the title of statehood.
Of that total, 4,880,009 were “colored” or Black individuals (“Ninth census, 1870”, 5). Using the
date 1870 as a marker is meant to symbolize splitting the difference between the middle of the
Civil War and the Reconstruction Era, the two time periods where The Birth of a Nation is set to
take place in the United States. To break down the numbers further, the second half of the film
takes place primarily in South Carolina. In 1870, the number of Black people tallied in South
Carolina by the US Census reached 415,814 of the total 705,606 people (“Ninth census,
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1870”, 5). The whitewashing of the Black characters in The Birth of a Nation has nothing to do
with accuracy and authenticity, otherwise Griffith would have hired Black people. Like
minstrelsy, Griffith’s production is about power and control. He uses his film as White
supremacist propaganda, even convincing the world that White people can portray Black
individuals better than Black people can themselves.
Gods of Egypt
The whitewashed film, Gods of Egypt (2016), consists of a fictional account of the
Egyptian gods, and Horus’ battle against Set for Egypt’s crown. Only vaguely following the
original Egyptian myths, Gods of Egypt trails a mortal called Bek in his quest to revive his
deceased love and free Egypt from Set’s wrath. To do this, Bek bribes Horus, the fallen god of
the air, with one of his all-seeing eyes. After enlisting the aid of Hathor, goddess of love, Bek
and Horus defeat Set and save Egypt. Interestingly, nearly all the lead and supporting roles,
mortals and gods alike, are played by White actors, many of whom are Australian. The lead
character, Bek, is played by White Australian actor, Brenton Thwaites, and Horus is portrayed by
Nikolaj Coster-Waldau, a popular Danish actor. Only one major supporting role is portrayed by a
Person of Color.
Alex Proyas’ film is, of course, set in Ancient Egypt. In a story surrounded by the fall and
rise of Horus the younger and Egypt’s throne, the writers and casting team somehow forgot that
Egypt, before White supremacy and Europe’s bid to colonize the world, was almost entirely
populated by Black and Brown people.1 Gods of Egypt, however, only casted three of the

1

While located on the continent of Africa, there are still often disputes about whether Egypt is an African country or
a Middle Eastern country because the primary language spoken is Egyptian-Arabic and the dominant religion is
Islam (Sini). In fact, Egypt is both African and Middle Eastern, as the Middle East is a region, not a continent, and is
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Egyptian gods as Individuals of Color: Hathor, goddess of love, is portrayed by Élodie Yung, a
French-Cambodian actress, Thoth, god of wisdom, is portrayed by the late-great Chadwick
Boseman, a Black American actor, and the brief depiction of Astarte, goddess of war, is played
by Yaya Deng, a Kenyan-born Australian actress and model. Furthermore, only one of the major
supporting characters, Hathor, is a Person of Color. This creates the illusion that White people
dominated Ancient Egypt. Such an illusion, in addition to the racist Eurocentric teachings of the
Western world, leads audiences to believe a false history that ancient civilizations were only
White, primarily based on the fact that they have consistently been considered “civilized.”
If the goal of the film had been to accurately portray Egypt and its mythos, the directors
in charge of the cast would have chosen actors that accurately represented Ancient Egypt’s racial
makeup and Egypt’s own religious and spiritual life. Theology reflects a culture’s identity,
meaning that in most cultures the deities depict and resemble the people that believe in them.
The Egyptian gods are no exception. In so far as Egyptians were People of Color, their gods and
goddesses would be as well and by representing it otherwise, in the film, is to deny, to distort,
and to invisibilize the history of Ancient Egypt.

Egyptian gods and goddesses as they would be drawn by the Egyptians themselves. The gods are often portrayed with Brown
skin, while the goddesses are portrayed with Olive skin. Green skinned gods are associated with the afterlife

simply composed of countries that are primarily Arabic in descent. Even if Egypt were to be categorized only as
Middle Eastern, the population would still have been dominated by People of Color.
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Culture Revision
The Birth of a Nation
Black culture is a complex idea because it varies from location to location. Blackness is
not monolithic. It appears in many shapes and forms, in the same way that Whiteness is often
viewed (Johnson, 2). But the stereotypes The Birth of a Nation uses to depict Black culture often
appeared in minstrels, effectively marketing Black culture as a caricature of what it truly is.
Every Black individual throughout the film is shown to be problematic to White people.
Griffith’s story even goes as far as to depict Black people with voting rights being oppressive to
the White people trying to cast their ballots. Silas Lynch, a “mixed race” politician and protege
of the abolitionist, Austin Stoneman, proves to be a major antagonist along with his boss. A
drunkard with anger issues, Lynch, portrayed by White actor, George Siegmann, is shown
lusting after White women, nearly raping Stoneman’s daughter, Elise, before her father enters.
Not only is Silas Lynch an attempt to condemn interracial relations, he, among others, is depicted
as a symbol and caricature of Black people’s imagined hypersexuality. Gus, a former slave and a
soldier, represents the dangers of Black hypersexuality as well. When he begins to pursue a
White woman in the forest, Flora jumps to her death rather than letting herself be violated.
Because of such an indiscretion, Gus is hunted and lynched by the Ku Klux Klan. Both
characters are intended to be cinematic re-imaginings of the Brute Negro stereotype developed in
minstrelsy.
Lydia Brown, the “mulatta” servant to Senator Stoneman, does not fall into the Tragic
Mulatta role. Instead, she is portrayed as a Jezebel. Brown, played by the White actress Mary
Alden, is depicted as overtly sexual, often touching herself to the sound of Stoneman’s voice.
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The character is another condemnation of interracial relations. She is simply a seductress that
corrupts Austin Stoneman with her femininity.
In addition to the exhibition of Black hypersexuality, the Black politicians are depicted as
lazy and incompetent with a psychology close to that of children. While some are seen drinking
alcohol in their offices, others are displayed with their feet on their desks. An extension of
the Sambo figure, these politicians symbolize a danger to White society as they corrupt public
offices with their lackadaisical behavior.
Finally, the housemaid for the Cameron family is named Mammy. Her character is
played in blackface by the White actress Jenny Lee. As the stereotype depicts, Mammy is a large
round woman who is enthusiastic, obsequious, and servile seater about her work for her White
employers.
Stereotyping, like what appears in minstrels and its product, The Birth of a Nation,
reduces Black people to specific characteristics, then uses those characteristics to prove that
Black people are the root of all evil. The film reproduces Black caricatures that were built by
White supremacy, reinforced and redeveloped through minstrelsy. These stereotypes and
essentialist portrayals of Blackness are far from providing antidotes, but rather subtle practices
that solidify and maintain systemic racism in the United States (Johnson, 4). They reflect a
continuation of the dominant cultural system that perpetuate it through disguise and popular
celebrations. In reality, behind Griffith’s usage of the Sambo, the Brute, the Jezebel, and
the Mammy, for example, is the notion that these depictions are an embodiment of all that Black
people could possibly be. By whitewashing and stereotyping the Black characters in the film,
Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation contributes to the erasure of all the variations of Blackness and
Black culture in the United States.

42

A Mighty Heart
In 2007, the film A Mighty Heart premiered. The biopic tells the powerful story of an
Afro-Cuban woman named Mariane Pearl who was married to an investigative journalist named
Daniel Pearl. The narrative follows Mariane after Daniel was captured by terrorists linked to alQaeda who demand that the United States free a number of Pakistani detainees accused of
terrorism. Nine days later, on February 1, 2002, Daniel Pearl was graphically beheaded on film.
The story was documented in a memoir titled A Mighty Heart: The Brave Life and Death of My
Husband Danny Pearl by Mariane Pearl herself in 2003 (“‘A Mighty Heart’ Tells”). While this
is, in fact, a true story and Mariane Pearl is a mixed-race woman of Afro-Chinese-Cuban and
Dutch-Jewish descent, the actress cast to play her in the film was Angelina Jolie, a White woman
of primarily European descent.
While Jolie does not perform the role of Pearl in minstrelsy type blackface, like that
of The Birth of a Nation, she can be seen wearing a wig that more closely resembles Pearl’s
natural corkscrew curls as well as having her skin darkened via spray tan and the filters used in
the film. Many would call this technique “modern blackface,” while others may grant her the
benefit of the doubt given Hollywood’s fetishization of tans on fair-skinned individuals (Wiltz).
Whether or not Jolie’s performance is blackface remains to be decided, but it is indisputable that
her depiction whitewashes the story of Pearl and her hardship.
Jolie’s portrayal maintains Pearl’s Cuban culture, while erasing the hardships associated
with her Black skin. In her book, Pearl recounts the racism she and her brother, Satchi, faced
while growing up in France (Wiltz). Of course, in the interest of creating a plot, those
confrontations would later be cut to produce the film. But Pearl also mentions in the book how
being in a mixed-race relationship with Daniel affected her experiences in Pakistan, stating that
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she appreciated the advantages (Wiltz). This difference is glossed over when casting a White
woman to play Mariane. In doing so, it wipes away some of Pearl’s experience with Pakistani
culture and ignores what she went through in life.

Mariane Pearl (left) with Angelia Jolie (right) as compared to Jolie's portrayal of Pearl in the film A Mighty Heart.

Gods of Egypt
Not only was the plot of Gods of Egypt lackluster in terms of general cinema, but if all
the characters were given entirely different names, there would be almost no evidence that the
story was meant to be about Egyptian mythology. The film strips the ancient theology to the bare
minimum and rewrites the myths to make them more Western. Zhang states that inequality of
culture representation is part of whitewashing, and Gods of Egypt is an example of that (321).
Among the first things one can notice from the film is that the characters all speak with
distinctly British accents. It is understandable to have the cast speaking English. The film is a
Hollywood production and England’s colonization has led English to be one of the most widely
spoken languages across the globe, likely making it the easiest language to sell the film in.
However, the accent implies that Egypt was colonized by England during the ancient era the film
takes place. The casting choice pushes that implication, despite the production being set when
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the gods walked the Earth. Even if the cast were to speak English the entire film, the cast could
have been coached to use an accent native to the region.
The Westernization of the myth comes into play with the way the film handles the
goddesses. Eurocentric beliefs about womanhood depict femininity as fragile, helpless, and
dependent on men (Riggs). Gods of Egypt does just that, killing off all but one of the goddesses
cutting their screen-time to less than three minutes per goddess.
Portrayed by White Australian actress Rachael Blake, Isis, goddess of life and magic, the
queen of Egypt, is shown only cradling Osiris’ body after Set kills him in the beginning of the
film. Later, during Horus’ journey with the mortal, he reveals that Set cut Osiris into fourteen
pieces. He continues, stating that after being unable to find all the pieces of his body, Isis salts
the Earth with her tears which turns much of Egypt into a desert. She is then said to have
committed suicide over her husband’s death, thus cutting her out of the film with a miniscule two
minutes and thirteen seconds of screen-time.2 This does not advance the plot in anyway, and
fundamentally contradicts the true myth. While Isis does, in fact, mourn her husband’s death in
the original myths, during both events where Osiris is killed by Set, Isis hunts for her husband
and brings him back to Egypt where she eventually restores him with her magic (Van Dijk,
1702). She is never depicted ending her own life in the original tales. The movie characterizes
Isis as so dependent on her husband that she cannot function when he is gone. The revision of
this plot erases how powerful and strong-willed Isis truly is throughout the authentic Egyptian
story. Writing Isis this way imposes Eurocentric ideals of femininity onto one of the most
powerful Egyptian goddesses to further impose Western patriarchal views on other cultures.

2

This screen-time count is an incredibly generous approximation. When timing the sequences in which Isis was on
screen, I included the moments when she was in the background, even if the appearance was only for a second or
out-of-focus. The same is true for the other characters whose screen-times are listed.
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Nephthys is portrayed similarly to her sister, Isis. As the protective goddess of the dead,
Nephthys helps Isis restore Osiris after the parts of his body are collected in the original Egyptian
myths (Ziolkowski, 144). In the film, however, she simply shields Osiris’ corpse after he is
murdered by his brother and is later killed by Set so he can obtain her magic. Nephthys, depicted
by White Australian actress Emma Booth, is on-screen a mere two minutes and thirty seconds.
With this style of writing, Nephthys is relegated to the sidelines and reduced to a residual
category in order to center the story around Horus and his revenge story.
Anat and Astarte, goddesses of war, fertility, and love are portrayed by White Australian
actress Abbey Lee Kershaw, and Black Kenyan-Australian actress Yaya Deng, respectively.
Neither goddess is mentioned by their name, like that of the other characters in the film. They are
simply referred to, collectively, as “Set’s hunters.” Both Anat and Astarte are on-screen for a
single minute each before their untimely demise at the hands of Horus and his counterparts.
Their appearance in the film only serves as a minor inconvenience, further enforcing the weight
of Horus’ influence.
By stripping two major goddesses of their importance and altering the strength of the
other women to fit Western ideals, Gods of Egypt fails to display the true nature of Egyptian
culture. This may not seem like much of an issue to some, but African cultures have always been
underrepresented in Hollywood. This means the small amount of representation it does get is
even more important (Kidd, 27). Depictions of underrepresented cultures or races are perceived
as fact. To incorrectly present culturally Black and Brown stories is to diminish those cultures on
film.
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Empathic Direction
The Birth of a Nation
Film, as a medium, urges the audience to attach empathy to the characters it depicts. The
viewer’s involvement is inherent in the nature of cinema (D’Alosia, 93). By offering an
opportunity to feel strong emotions without having to directly go through a particular experience,
cinema artfully draws the audience in to empathize with the characters on-screen. However, The
Birth of a Nation attempts to strip empathy away from the Black characters and direct affection
to the White characters.
By using such blatant Black stereotypes to portray them in a negative light, The Birth of a
Nation primes the audience to believe that Black men are rapists and/or violent. It also bolters
the notion that Black women are either inherently too sexual or lack sexuality entirely. Such
stereotypes have been proven to cause individuals to empathize less with people or characters
who exhibit them (Dukes, 797). The Birth of a Nation was intended to stop the viewers from
empathizing with the Black individuals in the story, evidenced further by the positive
representation the KKK receives for avenging the death of Flora after Gus chased her to her
death. The belief that these images were authentic representations of Black people affirmed the
priming affect, allowing it to maintain its hold from entertainment depictions to everyday life.
The assumption of authentic characterizations helps determine who the audience identifies
with, and therefore, which characters receive empathy over others (D’Alosia, 97). Between the
convincing performances of the Klan members as heroes and the dependability of negative Black
stereotypes, the empathy of the audience is directed toward the White supremacists over the
Black individuals of the film. In fact, the performances were so convincing and the priming
paradigm was so effective that the film incited further violence against Black people. The Birth
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of a Nation is infamous for reviving the KKK. While the Klan, at the time of release, had
been all but eradicated because of government suppression, the film gave the White supremacist
terrorist group a recruitment tactic (Clark).
A Mighty Heart
The whitewashing in A Mighty Heart may not create stereotypes of Black characters or
prime the audience to directly view Black individuals negatively, but it strips part of Pearl’s
identity from the story. The casting choice instead adds a Eurocentric twist to the narrative. By
casting a White actress in place of a mixed-Black woman, the film steals Pearl’s account,
directing the audience’s empathy at a White woman. While the story should have followed the
strength of a Black woman throughout the hardship Pearl faced, the film instead reveals a ‘White
Savior’ complex.
The White Savior Industrial Complex, coined by Nigerian-American novelist, Teju Cole,
refers to practices or systems that solidify and substantiate the inequality of White privilege
(Aronson, 36). In terms of cinematic tropes, White Saviors are portrayed as heroes in what
should be a narrative that surrounds People of Color. This complex comes from colonialist views
of White people as morally superior to all others (Ezeabasili). White Saviors take the emphasis
off the People of Color in the story, granting White individuals the audience’s attention and
empathy. Angelina Jolie as Mariane Pearl creates a notion that the day is saved by a White
woman instead of the Black woman that the story should follow.
Many would believe that displaying Pearl’s Blackness was a minor detail in the film,
particularly because Mariane Pearl herself chose Jolie to play the part stating that she picked
Jolie “for who she is, not what she looks like” (Wiltz). However, Pearl’s race would have been
integral for Hollywood to represent because of its lack of representation of People of Color in the
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past. With Black people being underrepresented in cinematic history for over a century,
portrayals of Black individuals hold more weight in the minds of the audience members (Kidd,
27). Instead of allowing the audience to empathize with a non-stereotypical Black-lead in the
true narrative of a Black woman, Hollywood stripped Pearl of her Blackness to fictionalize her as
a White woman.
Gods of Egypt
Filming for the feature took place in Australia, which explains the reason such a large
percentage of the cast is from Australia; however, the filming location does not excuse this
infraction. Again, Hollywood corporations chose to adapt a story of Black strength and use it as
an opportunity to create another White Savior type film. Instead of directing the attention onto
individuals that would have lived in Ancient Egypt or even the gods, who also would have
been African and therefore, People of Color, Gods of Egypt fictionalizes a White-dominated
society for Western audiences to empathize with.
Blackwashing in Context
While whitewashing ultimately strips films of Blackness and promotes Eurocentrism,
blackwashing, or altering a character from White to Black, only serves to diversify the cast of the
films and provide representation for Black people on-screen. By updating casts to consist of
more People of Color, blackwashing regularly fits the setting of each film, and without changing
the plot to be about race, helps provide Black people with characters they can empathize with.
This lacks the same racist connotation and history that whitewashing has.
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Film Setting/Era
The Shawshank Redemption
The 1994 film The Shawshank Redemption is based on a novella by Stephen King
entitled Rita Hayworth and the Shawshank Redemption (1982). The novel and film are set in a
fictional state prison in New England known as the Shawshank Prison. The protagonist, Andy
Dufresne, played by Tim Robbins, is accused of murdering his wife and her lover, being
sentenced to serve two life sentences in Shawshank as a result. While in prison, Andy meets a
ragtag group of prisoners whom he eventually befriends including the in-house smuggler, Ellis
“Red” Redding, the narrator of the story. After tunneling through the wall in his cell for nearly
twenty years and covering the hole with posters of iconic women, Andy escapes Shawshank
Prison and exposes the crooked warden’s embezzlement in the process.
In Stephen King’s book, Red is of Irish descent, leading his nickname to be a play on his
surname as well as his red hair. However, in the cinematic piece directed and written by Frank
Darabont, Red is portrayed by Morgan Freeman, a Black American actor. While “Red” is no
longer a play on the character’s hair color, the film still pays homage to this change. When Andy
asks Red why people gave him that nickname, Freeman’s character pauses then quips, “Maybe
it’s because I’m Irish.” This allows the film to be as faithful to the source material as possible,
while still adding diversity to the cast.
The fictional state prison of Shawshank is set in Maine and the film begins in the year
1947 when Andy is sentenced. Red narrates that he has been in prison for forty years by the time
he is granted parole after Andy’s escape in 1967. Therefore, Red would have been imprisoned in
approximately 1927. At this time, Maine was predominately White, meaning the prison
population in the state of Maine would also have been dominated by White individuals. In 1927,
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Maine reports admitting a single Black prisoner (Langan, 11). The state-by-state record of prison
populations by race is not available in 1967, when the film ends; however, in 1964, the last
available state-by-state record before 1970, Maine reports admitting six Black state prisoners
(Langan, 30).
Making Red a Black man does not contradict history. It is improbable that he would have
been the single Black prisoner admitted to a Maine state prison in 1927. However, given
America’s history of prejudice toward Black men, it would not be improbable for a Black man,
like Red, to be in prison. It is ultimately plausible for Red to have been of African descent or
Black.
Annie
Will Gluck’s Annie (2014) is a film based on a Broadway musical of the same name by
Thomas Meehan (1977). The original story follows a red-headed orphan named Annie in New
York City, originally played on Broadway by young White actress Andrea McArdle, during the
Great Depression (The Broadway League). She faces several trials in the first act, escaping from
Miss Hannigan, the alcoholic matron of the orphanage, saving a dog from the dog catchers, and
visiting a Hooverville. When billionaire Oliver Warbucks, first played by White Broadway actor
Reid Shelton, needs to improve his public standing, his secretary invites Annie to live with
Warbucks for a week. Originally dismissive of Annie, Warbucks eventually takes a liking to her
and offers to adopt her. Initially, Annie refuses stating that she believes her parents will
return for her. Warbucks attempts to assist the search for her parents, only finding that people are
pretending to be Annie’s family for the reward he offered. After nearly being scammed by
Hannigan’s brother and girlfriend for the reward money, Warbucks finally adopts Annie in the
conclusion after it is revealed that her birth parents passed away.
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The newest adaptation of the musical stars Quvenzhané Wallis, a young Black actress, as
the title character Annie, and Jamie Foxx, popular Black actor and musician, was cast to portray
William Stacks, the rewrite/stand-in for Oliver Warbucks. Instead of taking place during the
Great Depression, the 2014 film takes place in the year it was released in theaters, though it is
still set in New York. To make the adaptation fit better with the current year, it only makes sense
for the cast to be more diverse. In 2010, the official United States Census reported roughly 8.2
million people in New York City, with about 1.9 million (22.8%) of those people being Black
(Burden, 12).

Andrea McArdle as Annie with Reid Shelton as Oliver Warbucks (right) from the Broadway production Annie (1977) as
compared to Quvenzhané Wallis as Annie with Jamie Foxx as William Stacks in the 2014 film adaptation Annie.

As New York City grows more diverse, films that take place in that location should
reflect the population. By making Annie and Will Stacks Black characters, the film simply
displays New York City’s change in diversity since the Great Depression.
Spider-Man: Homecoming and Far from Home
The 2017 film Spider-Man: Homecoming and its 2019 sequel Spider-Man: Far from
Home are based on comic books written by Stan Lee and Steve Ditko, published by Marvel
Comics. In this newest reboot of the character in the world of cinema, Peter Parker, a.k.a. Spider-
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Man, is portrayed by Tom Holland. Throughout Homecoming, Peter struggles to balance
normal high-school life and the life of his hero persona as he waits for Tony Stark (Iron Man)
to recognize his strengths. When a villain, The Vulture, begins stealing alien technology and
high-tech Stark weapons to sell on the black-market, Peter attempts to warn Stark and his
security team. After several failed efforts to get the adults to listen, Peter, with the help of his
best friend, Ned, have to take on the Vulture without Iron Man’s help. He is eventually
victorious, and Stark realizes Peter’s value.
The Spider-Man sequel, Far from Home, takes on the aftermath of the films Avengers:
Infinity War (2018) and Avengers: Endgame (2019). After the loss of several Avengers, Nick
Fury seeks Peter’s assistance to keep the world safe from extraordinary threats. However, still
grieving the loss of his mentor, Tony Stark, Peter takes a summer trip to Europe with his class,
having devised an elaborate plan to ask out his crush, Michelle Jones (MJ). During the trip, he
encounters the false hero Mysterio, an illusionist using technology to create villain attacks. For a
short while, Peter and Mysterio work together with collaboration from Nick Fury, until Peter
accidentally pulls a projector from one of the robots creating the illusions. Mysterio, upon
realizing that Peter is aware the attacks are being faked, aims to kill Fury, Peter, and his friends
to keep the technology and his plans a secret.
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Original artwork of Mary Jane Watson from Marvel's The Amazing Spider-Man #25 (left) as compared to Zendaya as Michelle
“MJ” Jones in Spider-Man: Homecoming and Far from Home (right)

In the original comic series, MJ, an abbreviation for Mary-Jane Watson, is the webslinging hero’s friend/love interest. Her iconic look features bright red or auburn hair, against
pale skin. However, the recent films cast Zendaya, a popular mixed-race actress, as MJ. When
the film was announced, it listed Zendaya’s character as Mary-Jane Watson, though the film calls
her Michelle Jones until she reveals at the end of Homecoming that she prefers for her friends to
call her “MJ.” This implies that Michelle is the Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU) replacement
for Mary-Jane, much like William Stacks replaces Oliver Warbucks in Annie (2014).
Queens, New York is Spider-Man’s home turf and the place he first appears in the MCU.
The first film, Homecoming, takes place the year it was released in theaters making the year in
the movie 2017, while Far from Home takes place post-Avengers: Endgame (2019). This makes
the year in Spider-Man: Far from Home 2023. Due to the many complications that occur
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in Infinity War and Endgame, I will be analyzing the Spider-Man sequel as if it takes place
2018.3
As previously mentioned, 8.2 million people lived in New York City in 2010, with 1.9
million being Black (Burden, 12). However, both films have been cast to fit the specificity of the
population of the New York City borough, known as Queens. New York City’s breakdown of
the 2010 Census results lists Queens total population at 2.2 million people, approximating
396,000 (17.7%) to be Black (Burden, 14). In fact, only 600,000 people (27.6%) of the Queens
total population are White (Burden, 14).
Like Annie, both Spider-Man films should reflect the diversity of the Queens population
While both Annie and the Spider-Man franchise are fictitious films, they are based in our current
reality. Even fiction requires world-building, and to build a world within the present requires that
the fictitious reality follow the patterns of the present. The cast may not match the statistics with
precision, but by updating several MCU characters to be People of Color instead of the originally
all-White cast of the comics, Marvel is being more accurate about the representation in their
films.
Empathic Direction
The Shawshank Redemption
While Andy Dufresne is the protagonist of The Shawshank Redemption, Red narrates the
entire story. The audience pieces together information as Red tells it to them, making Red
arguably the most important character in the story. This is true of Stephen King’s novel as well.
Although the novel surrounds Red, Frank Darabont’s goal with the adaptation was to give

3

At the time this project was written, the official 2020 Census results had yet to be released. Therefore, this section
is based on official 2010 data until the project can be updated.
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a dramatic telling of Andy’s story through Red as a lens (Ulin, 10). Throughout the film, Red
helps Andy by giving him advice about who to keep his distance from and how to manage life in
the prison. He acknowledges his own faults, presenting himself as a comfort character in the
narrative for Andy and the audience to bind to. His presence grounds the film, while Andy is
meant to present an air of mystery through Red’s eyes.
Because neither the book nor the film is made to be a commentary on racism in the
United States’ criminal justice system, casting Morgan Freeman as Ellis “Red” Redding makes
no severe alterations to the narrative Darabont meant to tell. Freeman has a calming aura about
him, giving Red the same energy on-screen. Freeman’s subtle improvisations on the script
accentuate this effect to give him more authenticity in his role (Ulin, 12). By slightly altering
Red’s final monologue to the parole committee, Freeman opened the scene to be read more
empathetically, particularly by Black audiences (Johnson, 3). Donald Ingram Ulin points out that
Freeman’s alterations give Red more independence and highlight the moral authority of the
character all in one (13). Freeman’s changes add a reality to his age and the general enervation
that someone may have developed having been in prison for forty years. By creating his own
authenticity in the role, Freeman gives the character more credibility to the audience, thereby
making him more empathetic (D’Alosia, 97). Casting Morgan Freeman as Red generates a major
empathetic Black role in cinema without ever focusing the narrative on his race.
Annie
Will Gluck’s adaptation of the Broadway musical is often referred to as the “Black
Annie.” The film modernizes the original orchestral soundtrack to have a 2014 pop music sound,
alters Annie’s orphan status to be a foster child, and changes the race of several characters,
including Annie and Stacks, but the narrative does not center around the race of either of the two
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main blackwashed characters. The film remains centered around Annie’s drive to find her
parents while also charming her new father-figure until he makes the decision to adopt her. The
movie remained cheesy as ever, but the significance of the Black leads does not go unnoticed.
Hollywood’s typical Eurocentric history regularly overlooks Women of Color, in
particular. The intersectional discrimination of sexism and racism regularly holds Black women
back in major industries. The Eurocentric myth of White casts selling better in combination
with the patriarchal view of male domination simultaneously pushes Black women to the bottom
of the barrel. By casting Annie to be a young Black girl, Gluck gave the audience a chance to
empathize more deeply with a young lady of Color. The protagonist of any given film regularly
creates the strongest bond in empathy with the audience. With the story following Wallis, the
psycho-physio distance between character and spectator is lessened (D’Alosia, 98). This means
that the majority of the audience will feel closest to Annie, and thus have the most empathy for
her throughout the narrative. Wallis’ portrayal of Annie was a significant opportunity for Black
girls and women in the industry to bond with an audience the way White men regularly do.
Spider-Man: Homecoming and Far from Home
Marvel’s new MJ may not seem like the type of character that audiences would
empathize with. Throughout Homecoming, Zendaya’s MJ is a loner who simply makes
comments as comic relief. The majority of her interactions with the other cast members are brief
and witty, giving her just enough screen-time to have a recognizable role while still maintaining
her position at the side-lines. After announcing that she would prefer her friends to call her by
her initials, MJ draws closer to Peter and Ned in Far from Home, leading to her budding
romance with Peter. Zendaya’s portrayal carries a strong resemblance to much of Generation Z
and the culture that accompanies the age range. She is a quiet and witty around classmates. Her
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intellect wins Peter’s school the trophy at the United States Academic Decathlon, and even helps
her discover Peter’s secret identity before he reveals it to her. Even more, she is an activist in her
own right, telling the school’s decathlon teacher that she wants to make it to a protest that is
happening in Washington D.C. where the decathlon will be held. These are not major changes
from Mary-Jane Watson in the original comic books. Ditko and Lee’s original MJ was always
witty, astute, and pursued what she believed was right. Michelle Jones is not a considerable
deviation from the original base of the character and neither does her race affect Peter Parker’s
storyline.
The strange philosophical nature and comedic timing of Zendaya’s MJ draws attention to
the character in Homecoming, then uses those aspects of her identity to draw the audience back
to her later in Far from Home. People in Generation Z, including myself, likely bonded with her
in the first film, relating to her nonchalance and humor easily. For general audience members,
she becomes more empathetic with the additional screen-time she gains in Far from Home. By
pushing her character to be more independent of simply comedy, MJ showcased her deductive
reasoning ability by determining that Peter is Spider-Man and mentioning it to him with evidence
before he has the opportunity to tell her. Deepening her character makes MJ more valid to the
general audience. That validity provides the audience with a character that can be empathized
with. Blackwashing MJ not only lets movie-goers find empathy for a Black woman, but by the
conclusion of Far from Home, they have empathy for the interracial relationship between Peter
and MJ.
Racist Connotation
More often than not, it is assumed that blackwashing is as racist as whitewashing is. That
is not the case. Racism has a deep-rooted history in the United States and whitewashing stems
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from that history. The United States systematically disrupted Black culture by reducing them to
specific caricatures and promoting those as the only truth with the goal of oppression. Using
those stereotyped images and the white supremacist ideals behind them, the entertainment
industry, starting with minstrelsy, perpetuated notions that Black people and their culture were
the root of evil. For centuries, Black people have been depicted as less than human or less
deserving of rights than White individuals simply because of the color of their skin. To
whitewash a film is a continuation of such practices. It only serves the ideal of racists, whether
the directors believe that is their intention or not.
On the other hand, blackwashing has no such racist history. The only goal of
blackwashing is to rectify the damage that has been done by whitewashing. It aims to give Black
people more acting opportunities in an industry that formerly excluded them completely.
Without changing the target audience of the narratives being told, blackwashing gives Black
people physical representation on-screen to identify with. This does not demean or dehumanize
White people, nor does it erase the culture White America claims the way that whitewashing
does dehumanize Black people.
The argument closeted bigots like to bring up when discussing blackwashing is “Well,
what about White Chicks (2004)?” The film in question concerns two Black FBI agents,
portrayed by Marlon and Shawn Wayans, who are meant to ask the help of two White women to
bait a kidnapper. However, when the women refuse, the agents use whiteface to go undercover as
the two women, foiling the kidnapping plot during a fashion show. When brought up in
conversation, people expect White Chicks to mean the same as blackface, which again, is
inaccurate. The history of blackface was for White people to assert power over Black people and
at the same time, prove to their White peers that Black people were subhuman caricatures that
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could not function in White society. The Wayans brothers’ depiction of White women has no
such history and lacks the power to be able to oppress White people. In addition, the Wayans
brothers’ portrayal in whiteface gave the White women the power in the narrative. They were
beloved by their peers, wealthy, and were still incredibly desirable to the men around them.
Whiteface is only a parody of the blackface and cannot do the same horrific damage that
blackface and whitewashing have done over more than one hundred years.
Entertainment is an art form. Under DuBois’ teachings, all art is a branch of propaganda
(“Criteria for Negro Art,” 66). His belief is that all art tells some story, or explains someone’s
truth through the pursuit of beauty, because the idea of beauty is subjective. He goes on to say
that there is nothing wrong with art being propaganda. The issue arises when the propaganda is
imbalanced (DuBois, “Criteria for Negro Art,” 67). While it may be debatable whether someone
wants to believe that all art is propaganda, it is inarguable that whitewashing and blackwashing
are. One teaches that Black people are subhuman, while the other intends to teach that Black
people are as deserving as White people are. Because the imbalance of such propaganda has
endured for centuries and nurtured racism, whitewashing has become increasingly harmful and
dangerous to perpetuate. Blackwashing is simply a single step away from the racist imbalance
that the United States was founded on.
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Chapter 5: Blackwashing and Anti-Racist Praxis
Anti-Racism and the Arts
As we know, anti-racism is the practice of opposing racism across all platforms. From
direct anti-racism, developing equal opportunities that lead to equal outcomes, to indirect antiracism, the technique of providing unequal opportunities that result in equal outcomes, equity for
all races is the goal of any anti-racist praxis. No matter what, anti-racism must acknowledge,
understand, and see racist structure to help dismantle it.
The issue that arises when discussing anti-racist praxis in art is how anti-racism presents
itself in that art medium. While in policies and written laws, anti-racism is declarative, that is not
always the case for the arts. Based on my understanding, anti-racism in cinema consists of
subverting Eurocentric teachings and expectations. These teachings include Whiteness as the
norm, patriarchal/misogynistic views, and anti-Blackness. Through the lens of Eurocentrism,
American audiences are taught to view Whiteness as humanity, particularly White men. Thus,
we assume Whiteness is essential to the plotlines of major films. Such mindsets produce the
uproar that occurs on social media when a character is blackwashed. In an ideal world, humanity
is the center of the stories being told. If people perceive Whiteness to be a key factor in the
content for the characters to be seen as human, the goal of blackwashing a character is to subvert
that expectation. Humanity comes in many different shapes, sizes, races, gender identities, and
sexualities. Thus, changing Annie from White to Black, for example, stretches the idea of what
humanity looks like on the big screen, and to alter Oliver Warbucks to the Black rewritten
character of Will Stacks shows that Black masculinity is just as human as White masculinity is.
These ideas prove that my initial premise is not entirely accurate. Blackwashing is a
presentation of Blackness as normal, challenging Eurocentric views of Whiteness as humanity
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and normal. Blackwashing, in that sense, also helps balance origins of cultural knowledge; it
seeks to decenter the dominant, reductionist, racist, oppressive cultural knowledge about the
world, Eurocentrism. Using indirect anti-racist practice, blackwashing as a casting technique
treats the actors differently to better promote diversity on-screen. It is a stepping-stone away
from Hollywood’s long tradition of structural racism.
The Shortcomings of Blackwashing
While blackwashing’s goal is to bring diversity to the big screen, it does not qualify as a
perfect solution to the issues of structural racism within the confines of White-dominated
Hollywood. There are a number of ways in which blackwashing comes up short. It may be a
score for people to see more Black people in the world of cinema, but blackwashing is regularly
saturated with intertextual stereotypes and provides little diversity in terms of the types of stories
being showcased. There is still a long way to go before the structural issues in Hollywood are
resolved.
Stereotyping Intertextually
Kristen Warner points out that the film industry relies heavily on the number of Black
bodies that appear on-screen as the qualification for “achieving diversity” when that is often an
over-simplification (“In the Time,” 33). Because People of Color are forced to substitute the idea
of quality representation with “positive representation” v. “negative representation,” it reduces
Black appearances in film to “acceptable for society” and “not acceptable for society” (Warner,
“In the Time,” 34). Such ideas reinforce stereotypes of Black people and neglect that those ideas
of positive and negative representation are reliant on what Eurocentric society deems fit in either
of those categories. In addition, Warner argues that when characters are written with the purpose
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of being “raceless,” they can, inadvertently, fall into historical tropes (“A Black Cast Doesn’t,”
52). The truth of this statement lies hidden in the effects of priming and intertextual readings.
When a stereotyped image of a Black person primes a viewer, that image warps the viewer’s
perceptions of all Black people because skin color is used as a defining marker for what “race”
is. Priming carries not only into the experiences of daily life but also carries into unrelated films.
Meaning from one image can be transcribed into another. This gathering of meanings from other
images or texts is known as intertextuality (Hall, Representation, 232).
Unfortunately, because priming through media has been effective for decades, individuals
are always being primed to see intertextual stereotypes on Black bodies, even when the
stereotype is unintentional or not meant to be there. Counter-stereotypes, or traits deemed
acceptable by society (often the exact opposite of Black stereotype), have proven to battle the
negative effects of stereotyping. Claude Steele discusses the example in which a Black man, who
is viewed by society as threatening, whistles the music of European classical composer Vivaldi,
thereby making himself seem more approachable to the general public (“Stereotypes Shape Our
Perceptions”). However, when films blackwash characters, the role has not been written to use
counter-stereotypes as a combatant, and thus, the characters fall into the abyss of intertextual
stereotypes.
Red – The Shawshank Redemption
Ellis “Red” Redding may be the protagonist of the novel Rita Hayworth and the
Shawshank Redemption, but Darabont’s cinematic adaptation, he is relegated to being a
supporting character who observes the new protagonist, Andy Dufresne. The role was not
designed to accommodate the race of the character, as he was a White Irishmen in the novel.
Therefore, when Morgan Freeman was cast for the role, the Blackness of his body accumulates
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primed stereotypes from cinema of the past without having counter-stereotypes written to disrupt
the audience’s perception.
Red’s first physical appearance in the film is before an all-White parole board. He stands
just past the doorway, fidgeting with his cap until they order him to sit in the provided chair.
When asked if he believes himself to be rehabilitated, he responds, “Yessuh...Oh, yes.
Absolutely sir.” While the intention is to show Red’s progression from this initial parole meeting
to the finale, something even as minor as his speech pattern can be read intertextually. When
watching the film, the audience makes the subliminal connection between Red’s vernacular
toward the White board, and an enslaved man speaking to his White master. With the prison
system being the only remaining legal form of slavery in the United States, this is not entirely
false (U.S. Const. amend. XIII, sec. 1). However, the film was not written with the intention of
creating commentary on the racial issues behind bars, and the scene would have been read
differently by audiences had the character been White. As a Black individual myself, the scene
made me uncomfortable the first time I watched it, though I couldn’t pinpoint why.
Understanding that the stereotypes are there helps disrupt the intertextual perception, but the
average unsuspecting audience member does not have that luxury.
Throughout the film, Red earns Andy’s friendship, subsequently becoming his part-time
guide through their life in prison together. As the elder of the two men, Red absorbs not only the
Black side-kick title, but also the role of the wise old Black man, two roles that branch from
Hollywood’s idea of “the New Negro” (Van Peebles). Red’s position in the film as the “sidekick” begins with him being a driving force in the prison society of Shawshank. Red holds sway
over some of the prison guards and smuggles many desired items from outside the prison walls.
Eventually, his role evolves into watching Andy become the motivative power and helping Andy
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where he can. Because of his omniscience as the storyteller, Red also becomes the stenographer
of Andy’s prison experience. The wise old Black man is a branch off of the Tom stereotype. Red
is the good, loyal Black man who guides Andy whenever he becomes lost in his own head. To
some, these may seem like positive depictions, but that is part of the issue of intertextual
stereotypes. Not only are these stereotypes not meant to be read into the character, but basing
Black representation in simply ideas of “good” or “bad” oversimplifies Blackness. These
depictions are stereotypical, and therefore harmful to the subliminal thought processes of the
audience.
Finally, casting Morgan Freeman as Red subliminally incorporates Black criminality into
the film. The Shawshank Redemption takes place in a prison, and even behind bars, Red is one of
the most important convicts as a smuggler. In exchange for retail price plus a small fee for his
own profit, Red can have contraband moved into the prison. Of the crew that hangs around Red,
he is the only one with a criminal occupation inside the prison. While that makes him more
important to the prisoners, it leaves the subliminal impression that Freeman’s Red is more of a
criminal than the others. After making himself useful to one of the guards in a financial situation,
Andy begins to find financial loopholes to launder money for the warden; however, this crime is
often perceived as less criminal because of its association with White men (Bodenhausen, 273).
In addition, the money laundering becomes the core of Andy’s escape from Shawshank, helping
him dispose of the crooked warden and several prison guards who were involved in the
laundering simultaneously, thereby making his criminal act seem benevolent and heroic instead.
Red’s crime does not get that luxury. Red’s criminality goes beyond smuggling as well. When
Andy first approaches Red, he asks why Andy murdered his wife. Andy mentions that he is
innocent of his crime, to which Red replies, “everybody in [Shawshank] is innocent, don’t you
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know that?” Later in the film, Andy and Red rediscuss their crimes over a game of checkers. Red
says that he and Andy are in prison for the same crime, and when Andy asks if Red is as
innocent as everyone else, Red pauses and answers, “Only guilty man in Shawshank.” The line is
meant to express that Freeman’s Red actually feels remorse for the crime he is convicted of, but
in the process, it subconsciously adds to the stigma that Black men are all engaged in criminal
behavior.
Annie – Annie
The intertextuality of primed Black stereotypes is strongly intersectional as well. The
character of Annie was designed to be of a lower socioeconomic class to show the contrast
between her and Oliver Warbucks during the Great Depression. When translating that storyline
onto a Black child, the intersectionality of her oppression expands, making it easier for the
audience to subliminally map intertextual Black stereotypes onto young Annie.
Race and class are linked, connected in the chain of oppression. Structural racism in the
United States was designed, in conjunction with exploitation through capitalism, in such a way
that it reduces Black people to the lower socioeconomic class level. With the lower-class status
comes lackluster education, and thus maintains the stereotype that Black individuals are
uneducated. This makes the film’s climactic reveal that Annie cannot read hard to miss
intertextually. The notion that Black people are not intelligent, in the Eurocentric sense of the
word, is softly and almost imperceivably perpetuated through the character. Annie, as a foster
child, is meant to portray the hardships that come from placing kids “in the system.” Children in
lower income homes and in the foster care system where they move regularly often have lower
literacy rates (Walker-Dalhouse, 86). This also applies to Annie not being able to swim.
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During the song, “I Think I’m Gonna Like it Here,” Stacks’ assistant Grace gives Annie a
tour of Stacks’ penthouse. When Grace introduces Annie to the SmartPool, telling her that it can
keep it at a comfortable temperature, Annie replies, “That’s great. Can it teach me to swim?” The
stereotype that Black people cannot swim is more of a vernacular stereotypic tradition, though
still rooted deeply in racist history. White supremacy likes to forget that Black people faced
relentless discrimination during the Jim Crow Era that limited access to swimming pools and
lessons. As segregation was repealed, many formerly White-only swimming pools shut down to
stop Black people even further (Wiltse, 368). Most violently, when Black people swam in the
pools formerly marked for Whites only, White supremacists would dump chemicals or acid into
the water that would burn the skin of anyone swimming in it (“Remembering a Civil Rights”).
Such actions generated a fear of swimming pools, meaning a generation of Black people were
unable to learn the skill, and therefore could not teach their children. White supremacy created a
system built on statistical metrics to regulate society, but the resulting effect and daily reality is
that such system perpetuates stereotypes against Black people, which is observed through
Annie’s inability to swim. The intended purpose is to showcase Annie’s lack of care through the
foster system in her home with Ms. Hannigan, but it reads as stereotypical of a Black character.
The attempt at a counter-stereotype balance in intelligence for Annie’s illiteracy reads,
unfortunately, as intertextual stereotype against Black women. The intersectional oppression of
Black women is forged in the bond of racism and the toxic patriarchy. Racism attempts to silence
Blackness while the patriarchy aims to silence anyone who is not a cisgender male. Black
women become targets of both, leading to the stereotype of the Loud Mouth Black woman. The
stereotype aims to discredit Black women who speak out against their oppression and use their
anger or tone against them. Throughout the 2014 film, Quvenzhané Wallis’ Annie repeatedly
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mouths off to the adult figures. Her sarcastic, quick witted attitude is used to grant her escape
from Ms. Hannigan on multiple occasions, as well as manipulate Stacks’ attempts to use her as a
photo opportunity that betters his mayoral campaign. The remarks are played off as jokes, but
because the stereotype has been priming audiences through media for years, when Annie uses
her wit to her advantage, it undermines her agency in the narrative through the audience’s eyes.
MJ – Spider-Man
Zendaya makes her mark as MJ in the Spider-Man series with her quick wit,
philosophical darkness, and downplayed intellect. She comedically riffs on people’s emotional
states and punctuates moments with sharp comments. However, even a performance from
Zendaya cannot escape the intertextuality of Black stereotypes from media.
The character of MJ is portrayed as dark and mysterious through make-up and hair styles
as well as her dialogue. This look, however, often does not fit the standards of conventional
Eurocentric beauty. The “appeal” of Black women is always in question. Either Black women
are depicted as hypersexual or their sexual allure is stripped from them entirely. In Spider-Man:
Homecoming, they dress Zendaya’s MJ down. Her bangs hang in front of half her face, her eyes
are half-lidded or squinting to make her look less approachable, and she wears much less makeup than the rest of the cast. As the series continues into Far from Home, MJ ventures into the
realm of being Peter’s love interest. During this progression, they alter the tone of her presence
on-screen. She laughs and smiles more, her hair is more frequently framing her face instead of
hanging directly in front of her eyes, and while she maintains her dark sense of humor, it is used
as a tool for her to bond with the rest of the cast instead of alienating her. The design is intended
for her to start apart from the cast to make room for Peter’s love interest in Homecoming,
however, it gives the impression that Black women are not beautiful until they become useful or
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meaningful. This may seem overly reductive, but the message is not explicit, therefore the brain
reduces it into something that can be understood quickly by processing it through the information
it has already stored. The notion of MJ’s beauty goes through the primed standard of Eurocentric
beauty, thereby making her seem undesirable until the second film, when she is supposed to be
desirable to the audience.
As previously mentioned, MJ makes her mark on the film series through sharp, witty
commentary in combination with her aloof attitude. Like foster girl, Annie, this type of attitude
can be read as the Sassy Black Woman. All of her commentary is played for laughs throughout
the film, including the comments about her activism. Inadvertently, the writers discredit her
protesting by passing over it as something humorous or strange for a high school student to do.
The audience dismisses her dialogue because of the comedic timing and her detached
philosophical ideals, just as the stereotype intends.
Empathic Impact of Intertextuality
Stereotypical depictions of Black people were created exclusively to demean and
dehumanize the individuals being targeted. Because of this long-standing history, when negative
stereotypes of Black people appear in media content, viewers of the stereotype are less likely to
hold empathy for the person being depicted in a stereotypical manner (Duke, 797). Even if the
stereotypes are viewed subconsciously, the effect remains the same. The purpose of
blackwashing is to provide Black actors with a chance to give the audience Black characters to
empathize with. But by failing to counter the intertextual stereotypes of the past, the writing for
these blackwashed films withholds the audience empathy that these Black characters are due.
Lack of Diversity in Storytelling
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Blackwashing may provide on-screen representation for Black people by altering the race
of characters, but the roles were not designed to be for People of Color. Hollywood has a habit of
producing narratives by White people, for White people. The executives of Hollywood, who are
still predominantly White, get to decide what films get major funding, and often the narratives
that already fit in with Eurocentric perceptions are the films that get Hollywood-level financial
production assistance (Bogle and Van Peebles). This creates an imbalance of cultural
representation on the big screen. Zhang qualifies this inequality as part of the definition of
whitewashing (321). When films with cultural diversity at the heart of the narrative are sidelined
by Hollywood, they are forced to independently source funding for the project. This often
reduces the amount of exposure the film receives and even stops the film from being shown in
theaters (Van Peebles). Relegating Black cultural cinema to only independent funding is a
product of structural racism and is a practice that does not help anti-racist efforts.
The notion that Black films will not make enough money in the box office because White
individuals will not attend the movie is built on the mentality that it is more important to please
White audiences than any other racial/ethnic group or that in the capitalist world, only money,
not human equality or racial equity, matters. If all majorly funded Black representation has to go
through White perspectives and intervention before it is produced on the cinematic screen, Black
stories do not get told as they are. They get told how White people want them to be.
Eurocentricity maintains its hold on Blackness and Black people by forcing all Black films
through that lens under the guise that the film will not profit otherwise.
Is There a Solution?
The shortcomings of blackwashing lie deep within the issues of under representation and
misrepresentation of Black people across time in entertainment and media. Because the Black
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people are and have been underrepresented for extended periods of time, the impacts that their
portrayals have are far more groundbreaking than say, a new portrayal of a White character.
Additionally, the misrepresentation of Black people through repeated stereotypes teaches people
through priming what they are supposed to expect of Black people. This effect carries over into
screenwriters’ ideals of what Black characters should or shouldn’t be, thus continuing the
systemic cycle of perpetuating notions of Blackness. In sum, blackwashing may attempt to break
this systemic cycle, but ultimately gets caught in Hollywood’s history, forcing the industry and
the audience to unknowingly maintain the structural notions that oppress Black individuals.
This is not meant to diminish blackwashing as a starting point, but it is not the solution to
under representation and misrepresentation that it may believe itself to be. One solution to these
issues would be to adjust writing of blackwashed characters to include counter-stereotypes. It has
been proven that counter-stereotyping does relieve individuals of the effects of stereotypes
(Steele and Power, 54). While this method expands the view of what Blackness is and can be, it
unfortunately maintains the simplicity of stereotyping. By providing counter-stereotypes to a
character, it boils the character down to positive or negative, which is something Warner
cautions against (“In the Time,” 34). Therefore, the characters become viewed as exceptions to
the stereotypes instead of as the norm.
A better solution to these issues would be roles designed to show the true experiences of
People of Color with the same sense of escapism White people enjoy in film. This may seem
complicated, but it simply requires projecting vast three-dimensional depictions of Blackness
across all types of genres. One example of these types of roles would be Jordan Peele’s Us
(2019). While exploring the Black family dynamic, Peele’s thriller escapes reality by putting on
a display of a fictional reality where everyone has a doppelganger deep underground that must
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mimic their movements. Another example may even include Lin Manuel Miranda’s Broadway
musical turned Disney+ film, Hamilton (2020). Hamilton gained its popularity for its crossgenre, hip-hop soundtrack as well as its wonderfully diverse cast. While the production of
Hamilton could be considered blackwashing, Miranda wrote the parts with People of Color in
mind, stating that when he writes musical theater pieces, he writes with the mentality of “how
can we write the parts that I didn’t see existing?” (Gross). Hamilton’s abolitionist motifs and
Black cultural music ties set the production up to perfectly fit People of Color into the experience
without taking away from the idea that the narrative is based on the all-White founding fathers.
Again, blackwashing does not have the power to oppress the way whitewashing does and
portraying the founding fathers as Black and Brown individuals does not demean or dehumanize
them. In fact, Miranda’s production shows that even the people we deem heroes or villains of a
given story are human beings. Alexander Hamilton, the protagonist, and hero of the story played
by Miranda himself who is Puerto Rican, is shown throughout the production to serve his
country with heart and passion. But he is still adulterous, and his drive consumes him in the song
“The Reynolds Pamphlet.” Hamilton’s counterpart and ultimately his killer, Aaron Burr is played
by Leslie Odom Jr. His character is depicted through the show as struggling with who he wants
to be but is humanized by his love for his wife and daughter in the song “Dear Theodosia.” The
production displays a multiplicity of humanity in various races through humor, music, and dance
with the intention of casting People of Color in those roles. Characterizations like that of
Hamilton and Us work from the inside out by portraying the roles in ways that contest the
simpleness of stereotypes, broadening the audience’s horizon of what Blackness is.
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In short, Eurocentric Hollywood needs to broaden its view of Blackness to show what
Black cultural aesthetics really are, instead of perpetuating the beliefs that it wants people to
maintain. The world is much bigger than Eurocentric ideals, and Hollywood should show that.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion
To understand blackwashing and the truth behind its goals, historical context will always
be needed. Without an understanding of the history associated with blackwashing and its
counterpart, whitewashing, it is easy to mistake them for similar practices. Whitewashing was
deliberately constructed to deliver White supremacy packaged as entertainment. Not only does
blackwashing not have this racist history, but it does not have that intention or that power.
Blackwashing simply strives to create a more diverse picture on-screen without altering the
plotline, and there are better solutions, this is a decent starting point for Hollywood.
Changes to systemic injustices often occur rather slowly. When injustices like structural
racism have been in place as long as they have and the benefits of such structures keep the
executives of Hollywood rich, people want structural racism to remain in place. Those who
ignorantly perpetuate racism help to maintain this cycle just as much as people who continue to
be racist willingly. This includes Black people who have internalized racism so much that they
believe it is the truth. Breaking the cyclical hold structural racism has on the United States will
not be easy, because such a system is designed to fill the gaps of the oppression once something
is altered. For every milestone that occurs to break down structural racism, White supremacy and
other networks of oppression work to build it back up. Pointing out the shortcomings of
blackwashing in cinematic media may seem futile in the face of such challenges, but as society
grows and changes, the media that represents it should do the same.
While social media outrage sparked my interest for this topic, in my efforts to narrow the
research down, I was unable to explore how social media effects Hollywood’s casting. It is
apparent that there are individuals who would rather not see Black bodies as part of the
entertainment they believe was designed only for them. To counter them, there are individuals
who regularly fight back against the casting of White actors in place of a Person of Color. But
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there is so much about the impacts of social media on this subject that have yet to be examined in
any real depth. This research also only centers around cinematic art of Hollywood’s design.
There are copious other styles and mediums of art that could also be dissected as I continue this
research at a later date. Television shows, as well as theater have been explored in other branches
of research, but there is always more learn and other perspectives to gather on each topic.
Finally, to maintain a narrowed course, this study neglected the racial make up of the production
teams for film. The on-screen casting for each analyzed film was the only target for dissection,
when there is much information to be gathered about the diversity of executives and crew
members behind the scenes of Hollywood cinema.
In sum, anti-racism comes in varying forms. For blackwashing, that form is adapting
casting strategies to better represent the human experience. While it may come up short by not
properly challenging intertextual stereotypes, it has been a small, positive step for Black
representation in Hollywood media. Of course, there is always more work to do, but it is all right
to acknowledge that blackwashing has given Black people more characters to empathize with in
the cinematic industry. Anti-racism can never rest, so hopefully, this research can help to open
dialogues about blackwashing, and the push for stronger Black representation in cinema.
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